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INTRODUCTION:
From its opening in 1998, the Len Foote Hike Inn was intended to serve as 
sustainability and environmental education showplace for Georgia’s State Parks. 
More than 20 years and some 200,000 visitors later, as the children of the Inn’s 
first visitors bring their children to the mountain getaway, that showplace 
is paying dividends—for state parks and the future of the state. Through 
sustainability projects ranging from composting toilets to solar power and 
educational programs that introduce guests to practices they can use in their 
own homes to lessen their environmental footprint, The Hike Inn spreads the 
gospel of sustainability. But, Inn visitors have to work to hear the gospel. The 
only way to stay at this 20-room mountain-top lodge is to “hike in” on a five-
mile trail from Amicalola Falls State Park in Dawson County.  

THE WATER BODY:
Situated high in the Blue Ridge Mountains, The Len Foote Hike Inn sits on a 
ridge between Cochrans and Nimblewill creeks, pristine trout streams that 
feed the Etowah River which supplies about 68 million gallons of drinking 
water to metro Atlanta communites daily—about 13 percent of the region’s 
water. The construction and design of the Len Foote Hike Inn and the 
sustainability practices implemented at the backcountry lodge protect these 
sensitive mountain streams and contribute to cleaner, higher quality water for 
downstream users.    

THE CLEAN:
From its initial design and construction in the late 1990s to the Inn’s current 
efforts to expand its sustainability practices, The Hike Inn has served as a model 
for smart construction and innovative sustainability practices. But, in 
many ways, being a secluded lodge in the midst of the Chattahoochee 
National Forest, its sustainability efforts are born out of necessity. The 
Inn is akin to a tiny island where access to resources is limited and the 
wise disposal of waste is critical. “We’re basically a small town in the 
middle of the woods,” said Executive Director Eric Graves, “And, we 
have to be prepared to be self sufficient.” 
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In keeping with that mentality, The Hike Inn excels in the wise management of 
energy, water and waste. In 2019, it was recognized by the U.S. Green Building 
Council for achieving LEED platinum certification, the highest level available. 

The 5,750 square-foot lodge was built on stilts to minimize grading and its 
impact on the mountaintop. Rather than installing a large septic system 
that would have required the clearing of more trees and strained the 
limited water supply on the mountaintop, the Inn limited its septic waste by 
installing composting toilets.  All human waste generated is processed and 
reused on site as landscaping fertilizer. The system eliminates the need for 
some 200,000 gallons of water annually.

Food scraps too become compost once a team of red wiggler worms does its business, and guests are implored to limit 
the amount of food they leave on their plates—a four ounce goal at every meal—a lofty one when feeding 40 patrons. 

Hot showers, a novelty and luxury for weary hikers and backpackers in the backcountry, are supplied through a solar 
thermal system, and thanks to an on-site solar array installed in 2017, the Inn now gets nearly 70 percent of its energy 
needs from the sun. 

Perhaps more importantly, Inn employees and the special guests daily 
provide education programs to guests centered on sustainability—from 
leave no trace backcountry ethics (guests must carry out any trash they 
bring with them), to home composting (there’s a bulletin board at the Inn 
featuring photos of guests’ home composting efforts). 

After more than 20 years of providing unique backcountry experiences, 
The Hike Inn has seen a shift in acceptance and adoption of sustainability 
practices. They are making a difference—not just on the mountain top but 
in the river valleys across the state where their guests live. The 12-member 
staff is now seeing multiple generations of families visiting the Inn.  

“We are starting to get people who come work for us that went into 
conservation and environmental sciences because of their visit to the Hike 
Inn when they were kids,” said Graves. “That’s pretty cool.”

Eric Graves, Executive Director, The Len Foote Hike Inn, 
800-581-8032, reservations@hike-inn.com
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Top: The Len Foote Hike Inn is nestled into the 
Chattahoochee National Forest. It was built on 
stilts to minimize its impact on the ridge top.
Top left: Visitors to The Hike Inn learn about the 
sustainability practices at the mountain retreat, 
including a composting toilet system and a food 
waste composting program that employs red wiggler 
worms. The compost is used as a soil amendment on 
landscaping around the inn. Above: A bulletin board 
at The Hike Inn lets breakfast and dinner guests 
know if they reached the goal of having just four 
ounces of food left on plates. With as many as 40 
patrons eating at each sitting, it is a lofty goal. 


