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National Park Service Organic Act of 1916

��the fundamental purposes of the said parks, 

monuments, and reservations�which purpose is to 

conserve the scenery and the natural and historic 

objects and the wild life therein and to provide for 

the enjoyment of the same in such manner and by 

such means as will leave them unimpaired for the 

enjoyment of future generations.�

National Park Service Mission

�The National Park Service preserves unimpaired the 

natural and cultural resources and values of the 

national park system for the enjoyment, education, 

and inspiration of this and future generations. The 

Park Service cooperates with partners to extend 

the benefits of natural and cultural resource 

conservation and outdoor recreation throughout 

this country and the world.�
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The National Park Service is extraordinarily honored to be the steward 
of over ��� places that de�ne our most important natural wonders and 
our collective history. We also understand there are gaps in this inventory. 
During the past ��� years, the national park system grew by individual 
and collective initiatives born of the love for our nation�s natural wonders 
and historical treasures, rather than by design. The next century will 
require strategic decision-making based on scienti�c insight, attention to 
our diverse citizenry, a need to tell a more complete history of our nation, 
and increased urbanization.

Scienti�c insight has transformed our understanding of natural resource 
conservation, illuminating the need for increasing resiliency through 
redundancy and landscape connectivity. Guided by these and the 
principles of representation, and restoration, parks in the national 
park system can be cornerstones and catalysts in a larger system of 
interconnected protected areas. New scholarship on the historical and 
contemporary contributions of women and minorities has shown the 
need to interpret history from multiple perspectives and �ll in the gaps in 
our nation�s narrative.

The National Park Service envisions a system that is integrated with 
the conservation and preservation work conducted by other agencies, 
organizations, and communities. The system must also incorporate new 
models of park management, where robust partnerships are embraced 
and nurtured. The advice o�ered by citizens serving on the National Park 
System Advisory Board has guided the National Park Service System 
Plan�s road map for our next century of conservation and preservation. 
While this plan does not specify or recommend individual sites for 
inclusion in the national park system, it will serve as a framework for 
future consideration. I invite you to take part by embracing and advancing 
the strategic guidance and recommended actions outlined in this plan.

Michael Reynolds, Acting Director
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INTRODUCTiON & PLAN OBJECTiVES

One



N
at

io
na

l P
ar

k 
Se

rv
ic

e 
Sy

st
em

 P
la

n

2 T​ he National Park Service (NPS) preserves much of the 
nation�s most distinctive natural and cultural heritage. 

Since its establishment in ����, the NPS has evolved into one of the most 
respected federal agencies; and is widely emulated by other countries 
striving to protect and conserve their natural and cultural treasures. NPS 
parks a�ord visitors opportunities to immerse themselves in places where 
important events took place and enjoy some of the most signi�cant 
natural and historic places in America. In this way, national park system 
units serve as some of the nation�s richest places for learning, recreation, 
and discovery.

The growth of the national park system has generally proceeded unit 
by unit, and has not always been directed by an overarching vision or 
systematic thinking on a national scale. The desire to tell the stories 
of major chapters in US history and to protect the natural beauty of 
American landscapes has persuaded Congress to designate new park 
units through legislation. Presidents have invoked the ���� Antiquities Act 
to establish new park units by presidential proclamation. These successful 
e�orts resulted in our collection of ��� park units in the national park 
system to date.
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3This incremental approach to increasing the system has been highly 
e�ective in preserving and protecting many treasured places. However, 
unintentionally, it has resulted in gaps in the protection of certain 
themes or signi�cant resources left unprotected because they have 
had no successful advocates. Taking a broad view of our natural and 
cultural heritage allows us to recognize signi�cant ecological and cultural 
landscapes that are currently unprotected or underprotected. To meet 
its mission of preservation, the NPS must continue to explore new and 
collaborative ways to protect these important resources and values. The 
NPS also has a responsibility to the American taxpayer to continue 
striving for increased e�ciency of core operations.

Similarly, the growth of the national park system has not always been 
re�ective of the evolving American public and the dynamic nature of 
the nation�s population and changing demographics. In addition, the 
American population is becoming more urbanized, and many NPS units 
are not where the majority of our nation�s people live today. To meet the 
NPS mission of preservation, education and recreation, the NPS needs 
to more fully represent the stories and experiences of all Americans 
and adapt to increasing urbanization, while also focusing on places 
traditionally thought of as park land. Additionally, the future system 
needs to re�ect and incorporate the collaborative and landscape level 
approaches to conservation in the ��st century.

The National Park Service System Plan (System Plan) addresses these 
needs by providing a framework for proactively directing the future of the 
national park system, identifying gaps in the nation�s protected natural 
and cultural areas, and establishing a collaborative conservation system 
that fully re�ects our nation�s cultural and natural heritage.
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To achieve this vision, the NPS must be strategic in its actions to ensure 
that the future national park system is more interconnected and inclusive. 
The System Plan examines the special places, stories, ecosystems, and 
recreational opportunities that the NPS currently protects, while 
identifying gaps and opportunities to seek new ways to protect important 
natural areas and cultural heritage in the national park system and 
beyond. This plan sets forth strategies for establishing a more inclusive 
system of parks and protected areas that will serve all of the nation�s 
populations, expand opportunities for learning and conservation, and 
safeguard the important places that have shaped American communities, 
while providing a framework for preservation as the American population 
continues to grow and change. In ����, the NPS commemorated the 
centennial of the agency�s creation. In looking to its next ��� years, 
the NPS envisions a system that is integrated with other agencies, 
organizations, and communities, improving its ability to link important 
natural and cultural landscapes, respond to a changing environment, and 
adapt to the challenges of the future for the bene�t of all Americans.

This System Plan is intended for the NPS, stakeholders, friends groups, 
partners, park visitors, and users of NPS programs, and the American 
public. It is to inform members of the US Congress and the President as 
they consider establishment of new park units or other protected areas, 
either through congressional legislation or by presidential proclamation. 
This System Plan has been written to inform the growth and management 
of the NPS for the next �� years. 
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