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Memorandum 

To: ^Superintendents-,- Affected Parks 
Attn: Chief, Division of Natural Resource Management 

From: Associate Director, Natural Resources 

Subject: National Park Service Natural Resources Assessment and Action 
Program Report. 

This report was completed in 1988 from the reports done by your park and other 
parks and regional offices in 1987. It represents a comprehensive examination 
of the status and condition of natural resources of the National Park System; 
funding and staffing resources available for park natural resource programs; 
and a five-year action program for addressing the parks' most significant 
natural resource problems. 

I want to express my appreciation for all the work which went into compiling 
this data. I want to assure you that it has been used extensively by us for 
briefing the Assistant Secretary about our programs, for answering questions 
from members of the Congress about how we are spending our existing monies as 
well as about our needs, and to make decisions about the future direction of 
our programs. 

Completion of this nationwide assessment is an important part of the 
Director's 12-Point Plan for the Service. I consider it a blueprint for our 
future natural resource management programs, and intend, with your support, to 
move ahead with this action plan. I anticipate future improvement in the con­
dition of our natural resources, as a result of the commitment of the Regional 
Directors, made at our meeting in Everglades National Park, to use fee monies 
and other funds under park and regional control to address the major issues 
identified in this report as most significant. 

In addition, recent revisions to the Resource Management Plan (RMP) guidelines 
incorporate components of the 1987 assessment process directly into the RMP. 
Thus, future assessments can be completed by aggregating existing information 
from the Resource Management Plans. 

I am sending a copy of the final report to all those parks which reported that 
they contain natural resources of "primary" significance. With your copy of 
this report, please accept my thanks for an assessment job well done. 

Attachment 
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1 2 - P o i n t P l a n 

• DE VE LOP A LONG-RANGE STRATEGY TO PROTECT OUR 
1 NATURAL, CULTURAL, AND RECREATIONAL RESOURCES 

The National Park Service wil l continue to lead the 

preservation of distinctive natural, cultural, and recreational 

resources for the enjoyment, appreciation, and education of 

present and future generations. 

To do this we wi l l util ize current management techniques 

that evaluate resource significance in context wi th similar 

resource classes to ensure that the resources receive 

appropriate protection. Our management decisions wil l 

give focus and guidance to assure research efforts meet 

critical needs. 

Influences on national park areas come from activities 

wi th in their boundaries and f rom external forces. Both 

hold the potential for irreversible damage to the flora and 

fauna, cultural resources, scenic values, and other special 

characteristics of units wi th in the National Park System. 

The system, of course, can encompass only select samples 

representing the best of our national heritage. State and 

local park systems also share in protecting this heritage, so 

we must work together. We wi l l make better use of 

programs that have long extended our influence beyond 

park boundaries. We wi l l continue to seek the advice, 

counsel, and participation of constituent groups, college 

and university professionals, private interests, governmental 

agencies, and the general public. We intend to: 

• Ensure that resource inventory, identif ication, and 

evaluation is an accurate and continuing process; that 

resource management is based on such information as 

it becomes available, and that the most critical 

resource needs are addressed in the context of 

parkwide, regionwide, and servicewide priorities. 

• Emphasize the planning, management, and 

interpretation of resources in relation to the entire 

ecosystem or historic context. 

• Encourage the protection and enhancement of other 

publicly and privately owned cultural and natural 

resources. 

• Ensure that suitable recreational resources are 

accessible to our increasingly urbanized America. 
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I. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

NATIONAL PARK SERVICE NATURAL RESOURCE ASSESSMENT AND ACTION PROGRAM 

INTRODUCTION 

In 1985, the National Park Service (NPS) unveiled a 12-Point Plan for 
improving the protection, preservation and management of all units of the 
National Park System. The first of the 12 Points identified a need for "a 
long-range strategy to protect our natural, cultural, and recreational 
resources." To this end, the Park Service is developing improved resource 
management planning based on assessment of known natural and cultural 
resources according to standard criteria and the initiation of coordinated 
resource management actions by park, regional and headquarters managers. 

The process began in 1986 when each of the ten regional offices prepared 
Natural and Cultural Resource Assessments and Action Programs which were 
synthesized into Systemwide reports and Action Programs in 1987. The 
Systemwide reports include: (1) a summary of the type, significance, 
condition, and documentation level of all known resources, and adverse 
impacts on them; (2) identification of major resource needs and issues; 
and (3) an Action Program establishing the primary goals of the Systemwide 
Natural and Cultural Resources Management Programs. 

The Systemwide Action Programs provide the framework in which effective 
management decisions can be made and priorities set at the park and regional 
levels. The resource assessment data, which will be updated regularly, 
also provide a means to monitor Servicewide progress. As resource management 
goals are met, the updated assessment data will reflect the improved condition 
of the resources and the decreasing threats to their integrity. 

ASSESSMENT RESULTS 

The resource assessments by the regional offices have provided for the first 
time in many years a uniform body of data on the number, type, and status of 
the cultural and natural resources administered by the National Park Service. 
This information has enabled managers to identify and distinguish areas of 
greater from lesser need and obtain a better understanding of major resource 
problems. 

Natural Resources. About two-thirds of National Park System units contain 
"primary" natural resources: resources mentioned in the park's enabling law 
or proclamation; resources central to the existence of the park or for 
which the park has become known; rare, threatened, or endangered species or 
officially designated critical habitat; or resources possessing outstanding 
esthetic qualities. Many other units also have natural resources of value 
to the park as a whole, but not meeting the criteria for primary. 

Natural resources were grouped into six major categories (plant, animal, 
geologic, water, air and esthetic resources) and thirty subcategories. 

-1-



Parks were then asked to characterize the condition of resources in these 
subcategories as "good," "fair," "poor," or "unknown" and to average these 
judgments into a summary of the condition of each major resource category. 

The majority of natural resources are in good to fair condition. Their 
condition is more often fair than either good or poor, although many resources, 
especially animals, are in unknown condition. For all the major resource 
categories except primary animals, more parks have resources in good condition 
than in poor condition. 

However, the assessment revealed serious inadequacies in the data needed to 
make decisions about the management of natural resources. In all major 
categories except for primary esthetic resources, more parks have inadequate 
data to support management actions than have adequate information; in fact, 
one fourth to one half of the parks reporting resources in each category report 
inadequate data on those resources. 

About 200 parks reported that one or more of their natural resources were 
being adversely affected now or that impacts would probably occur in the 
next five years. Approximately 100 different types of impact were identified, 
the most common being exotic plants, general development and construction, 
grazing, and poaching. 

MAJOR RESOURCE ISSUES & NEEDS 

Several resource situations were repeatedly identified that can be best 
addressed as Systemwide resource management issues requiring special attention 
through policies, management priorities, or budget adjustments. 

Natural Resources Issues 

The natural resource protection issues listed below occur in most regions 
and their impacts are felt in parks all over the nation, even the largest 
and most remote. 

1. Exotic and feral animals and plants are changing park ecosystems. Exotic 
plants and animals currently are the most widespread biological management 
problem in the Southeast Region parks. Mongooses are severely impacting 
the native animals of the Virgin Islands National Park, while feral hogs 
continue to destroy unique vegetation and wildlife in Great Smoky 
Mountains, Congaree Swamp, and Cumberland Island. Exotic animals compete 
with native ones for food and habitat and/or harm native plants by excessive 
trampling or feeding on them, as in Olympic National Park where research 
has shown that introduced goats are causing unacceptable impacts on 

native plants and soils. 

2. Park ecosystems still show effects from historic, disruptive activities 
and need rehabilitation. Past agricultural, industrial, and development 
practices have removed native prairie and other vegetation types from 
areas now part of parks in the Midwest Region. Restoration of tallgrass 
prairie is now being done, with other plant communities being researched 
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for future restoration. Many parks in the Mid-Atlantic Region came into 
the system bearing the scars of previous resource exploitation, ranging 
from sand quarry operations at Fredericksburg and shale pits at Delaware 
Water Gap to coal mining at New River Gorge. Soil erosion, slope slumping, 
and acid mine drainage create unsafe or unsightly areas in these parks. 
Pre-park intensive grazing at Guadalupe Mountains National Park has 
heavily damaged vegetative cover there. 

3. Visitors are adversely affecting park ecosystems. Among the major visitor 
impacts are disturbance to breeding animals, trampling, damage to vegetation, 
soil erosion from heavily used trails, and water pollution from intensive 
recreational uses. In the high elevations of North Cascades and Mount 
Rainier national parks, fragile alpine plant communities have been killed 
by excessive visitor trampling and must be restored. Heavy recreation 
use of fresh water ponds on Cape Cod causes concern about water quality 
there. 

4. Consumptive uses within parks are affecting park ecosystems. Illegal 
hunting is a problem in many parks, either from deliberate poaching of 
game as in Yellowstone where elk are killed for velvet antlers, or from 
the legal hunter who may unwittingly wander across the park boundary in 
areas where boundaries are hard to mark and maintain. Authorized mineral 
exploration and extraction are managed to minimize impacts in two south­
eastern parks, Big Cypress and Big South Fork, but the cumulative effects 
of access roads, mined areas, traffic generated by mining, spills, etc., 
are significantly altering park natural resources by affecting water 
quality, water flow, vegetative communities, and wildlife habitat. 
Trespass grazing affects native vegetation in Wupatki National Monument 
and Guadalupe Mountains National Park. Installing and maintaining 
fencing is very expensive. It is estimated that 290 miles of fencing 
are needed in the Southwest Region alone. 

5. Watershed development and other activities outside parks is affecting 
park air and water resources. Regulation of lake levels in Voyageurs 
National Park affects shore and marsh environments and is having severe 
impacts on native fish stocks, water birds, and aquatic plants. Run-off 
from landfills at Gateway National Recreation Area is a common source of 
water quality impacts. Landfills also are adjacent to Acadia National 
Park and Cape Cod and Fire Island national seashores. Concentrations of 
ozone in Acadia National Park frequently exceed the National Ambient Air 
Quality Standard, and in fiscal year 1986, more than half the white pine 
trees surveyed at Acadia showed symptoms of ozone injury. 

6. Urban development along park boundaries is affecting park ecosystems 
and interrupting larger ecosystems on which park resources depend. 
This is a serious problem for most areas in the Western Region, but 
especially for Point Reyes, Golden Gate, Muir Woods, Pinnacles, Saguaro, 
Santa Monica Mounains and Cabrillo. The two units of Saguaro National 
Monument are separated from each other and the available habitat around 
each is being reduced by urbanization; deer and javalina populations 
formerly migrating between these units will become reduced. In the 
southeast, adjacent land development around the Everglades National Park 
and Big Cypress National Preserve has restricted the home range of the 
endangered Florida panther. 
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ACTION PROGRAMS 

Systemwide Action Programs for both natural and cultural resources were 
developed to establish priority activities for park system management. The 
Action Program for natural resources is a 5-year program based on three major 
goals. The Action Program for cultural resources is a 13-year program to 
accomplish four major goals. The goals and the actions being taken to achieve 
the natural resources program are summarized below. 

Natural Resources 

1. Focus funds on the most important resource issues and projects, and provide 
additional funding to do the projects called for in resource management 
plans. Mitigation projects directed at the restoration and recovery of 
park resources represent the bulk (almost 50 percent) of the Service's 
needed natural resources projects. Currently, about 40 percent of the 
park natural resource base funds are applied to mitigation projects. 
However, because of the large backlog of mitigation needs that has been 
documented, only the application of a large portion of the fee revenues 
over the next five years (in addition to base funds) will allow the parks 
to make any measurable progress toward mitigation. In many cases, research 
and data collection must precede mitigation activities. With fee revenues 
available, parks will be able to undertake more of the park-specific 
research projects, freeing regional research monies to address the most 
important regional and multi-regional issues. Fee monies available to the 
Director for discretionary use will be targeted at Systemwide issues. 
The Washington Office will also continue to work to establish cooperative 
agreements with other agencies and organizations and identify the policies 
of other groups that might be changed to mitigate the effects of the 
issues listed above. 

2. Provide more expert resource management personnel and upgrade the natural 
resource training of all park staff. The park and regional personnel need 
additional natural resources qualifications. The Service will attempt 
to meet this need through enhanced training. All the natural resource 
full-time and collateral duty personnel must be prepared through training 
to deal with the complex natural resources Issues facing the parks today. 

The Natural Resources Specialist Trainee Program should be increased to 
support a new 20-person class every 18 months rather than every 24 months. 
The Systemwide natural resources training program should be doubled to 
provide at least 20 courses each year, training a total of approximately 
500 individuals. Systemwide (and regional) natural resources training 
programs should address the natural resources management issues identified 
in the assessment, with special emphasis on the needs of collateral duty 
personnel. 

The regional training goal will be to complement and fill gaps in the 
Systemwide training offerings, and to provide some types of widely and/or 
frequently needed training that can be provided most efficiently at the 
regional level. 
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3. Improve park base-line information. A major Servicewide effort, 
supported by requested increases to base funding and a portion of park 
fee revenues earmarked for baseline data collection and monitoring 
projects, is required. 

The need for better monitoring is the second largest need documented in 
park resource management plans (behind mitigation needs). This is a major 
issue in virtually every region. The objective will be to develop inventory 
and monitoring programs for at least 20 parks a year over the five years 
beginning in FY 1989, focusing initially on the larger natural resource 
units. Parks will establish or enhance existing inventory and monitoring 
programs to collect and assess data on the occurrence and condition of 
park resources. These programs will be based on the new guidelines of the 
Systemwide inventory and monitoring initiative. It is estimated that 10 
to 20 percent of fee revenues available to the park could be directed at 
needs relating to inventory and monitoring. 

4. Improve Servicewide research and disseminate research better within the 
Service. The Service needs to evaluate its research program and ensure 
that scientists are used to best effect and that our Cooperative Park Study 
Units are effective in addressing issues facing multiple regions. The 
Service also needs to maintain a cohesive publications program and a 
computerized data base of research publications. 

IMPLEMENTING THE SYSTEMWIDE ACTION PROGRAMS 

The Action Programs are being implemented Systemwide through several current 
and planned actions to improve the effectiveness and coordination of resource 
planning, management, and budget processes. As the assessments are periodically 
updated, progress will be monitored, and new or revised priorities and actions 
will be identified. To date the following steps have been initiated. 

° All Regional Offices have developed natural and cultural resource 
Action Programs and have been directed to apply base funding and 
revenues from park entrance and user fees toward priority projects 
and issues identified in the Regional and Systemwide Action Programs. 

° The Director will allocate his discretionary funds from fee collections 
(approximately ten percent) to critical natural and cultural resource 
issues. 

° Basic inventory activity is being increased in FY 88 as the result of 
special appropriations of $660,000 for inventory and monitoring of 
natural resources; $410,000 for documentation and preservation of 
cultural resources; and $2.9 million for object cateloguing. The 
Park Service's Washington Office is developing natural resource 
inventory and monitoring standards and procedures to support this 
activity. 

° Guidelines for park Resource Management Plans are being revised to 
assure uniform resource status data and tracking mechanisms to 
monitor expenditures and project completion. 

° Regional and Washington offices are expanding training programs to 
offer more courses on special priority topics such as prairie 
restoration. Increased emphasis will also be placed on the development 
of cross training for rangers, maintenance and administrative personnel 
on resource management issues. 
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II. TYPES OF NATURAL RESOURCES IN THE NATIONAL PARK SYSTEM 

Background 

The parks were asked to define their resources for purposes of the Assessment 
as "primary," "secondary," and "other." Primary resources were defined as 
resources specifically mentioned in the park's enabling legislation or proclama­
tion; central to the existence of the park or for which the park has become 
known; rare, threatened, or endangered species or officially designated critical 
habitat; or possessing outstanding esthetic qualities. Secondary resources were 
defined as resources of value to the park as a whole, but not meeting the criteria 
for a primary resource. Other resources were defined as resources not contributing 
significantly to the value of the park. The Assessment instructions noted, and 
it should be reemphasized, that such groupings do not reflect the Service's legal 
requirement to protect all resources and values of parks. 

Each park was asked to indicate on a checklist each of their primary, secondary, 
and other resources using six major resource categories and 30 subcategories 
(see Table II. 1). 

General Findings 

About three-fourths of the 337* parks in the System reported that they contain 
one or more categories of natural resources (animal, plant, geologic, water, air, or 
esthetic). (See Figure II.1). 

The subcategories of resources reported by the most units of the National Park 
System were: terrestrial mammals; esthetic resources; birds; reptiles and 
amphibians; terrestrial invertebrates; fresh surface water; soils; forest/woodland 
vegetation; freshwater fish and invertebrates; groundwater; and, not unexpectedly, 
air resources (see Table II.2). It should be noted that no attempt was made to 
measure the extent of the different types of resources in each park. The check 
list only indicated that the category or subcategory was represented in that park. 
Therefore, a large natural area and a small one would count equally in the survey. 
Relative numbers of parks and extent of acreage by region is shown in Figure II.2. 

The natural resource subcategories reported by the fewest NPS units were: geysers/ 
hot springs; glaciers; tundra/alpine vegetation; marine mammals; desert vegetation; 
saltwater vegetation; salt surface water; and caves/sinkholes. Surprisingly, 
not all of the parks that reported natural resources reported air and soils. 
It is possible that air was not reported in all cases because it is taken for 
granted or that some resource managers do not perceive that air purity or 
visibility is important to their parks. In all cases, parks should have reported 
those resources, at least as "other" resources. 

Primary Resources 

About two-thirds of the parks in the System reported that they contain primary 
natural resources. About a tenth of the parks with primary resources reported 
that they have them in only one major resource category; about 40 percent 
reported that they have them in all six major resource categories. 

*In FY 87 at the time of the assessment, there were 337 units. Currently 

there are 341. 
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ANIMAL RESOURCES Marine Fish and Invertebrates 
Freshwater Fish and Invertebrates 
Terrestrial Invertebrates 
Reptiles and Amphibians 
Birds 
Marine Mammals 
Terrestrial Mammals 

PLANT RESOURCES Grassland/Prairie Vegetation 
Forest/Woodland Vegetation 
Mixed Shrubland Vegetation 
Tundra/Alpine Vegetation 
Desert Vegetation 
Freshwater Vegetation 
Saltwater Vegetation 
Beach/Dune Vegetation 
Manipulated Landscape Vegetation* 

GEOLOGIC FEATURES Plains/Plateaus 
Mountains/Volcanoes 
Caves/Sinkholes 
Cliffs/Gorges/Canyons 
Shores/Islands 
Fossils 
Glaciers 
Soils 

WATER/HYDROLOGIC FEATURES Fresh Surface Water 
Geysers/Hot Springs 
Groundwater 
Salt Surface Water 

AIR RESOURCES Visibility 
Purity 

ESTHETIC RESOURCES** 

* Horticultural, historical and agricultural landscapes dealt with in a 
resource management plan. 

** Defined as resources that are rooted in human perception, inspiration, and 
enjoyment, and whose loss cannot necessarily be said to affect physical 
resources in a harmful manner. They include scenic vistas, such as views of 
seashores, glaciers, waterfalls, mountains, deserts, and vast open spaces; 
solitude; freedom from unnatural noise; natural sounds, such as bird songs 
or waterfalls; and pleasant smells, such as wildflower smells. 

-7-

TABLE II. 1: NATURAL RESOURCE CATEGORIES AND SUBCATEGORIES 



FIGURE II.l: NOTBER OF PARKS REPORTING NATURAL RESOURCES 

No Natural Resources 86 (26%) 
Secondary Natural Resources Only 15 ( 4%) 
Primary Natural Resources Only 45 (13%) 
Other Natural Resources Only 1 ( 0 % ) 
Multiple Types of Natural Resources 190 (56%) 
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FIGURE n.2: NPS UNITS PER REGION 

Note: Figures provided by WASO Land Resources Division. 

TOTAL PARK AREA PER REGION 
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TABLE II.2: TYPES OF NATURAL RESOURCES BY MAJOR CATEGORY AND SUBCATEGORY 
(Number of Parks) 

Resource Type* 

ANIMAL RESOURCES 
Marine Fish and Invertebrates 
Freshwater Fish and Invertebrates 
Terrestrial Invertebrates 
Reptiles and Amphibians 
Birds 
Marine Mammals 
Terrestrial Mammals 

PLANT RESOURCES 
Grassland/Prairie Vegetation 
Forest/Woodland Vegetation 
Mixed Shrubland Vegetation 
Tundra/Alpine Vegetation 
Desert Vegetation 
Freshwater Vegetation 
Saltwater Vegetation 
Beach/Dune Vegetation 
Manipulated Landscape Vegetation 

GEOLOGIC FEATURES 
Plains/Plateaus 
Mountains/Volcanoes 
Caves/Sinkholes 
Cliffs/Gorges/Canyons 
Shores/Islands 
Fossils 
Glaciers 
Soils 

WATER AND HYDROLOGIC FEATURES 
Fresh Surface Water 
Geysers/Hot Springs 
Groundwater 
Salt Surface Water 

AIR RESOURCES 
Visibility 
Purity 

ESTHETIC RESOURCES 

Total Prim I 

234 (69%) 147(44%) 
61 
171 
196 
198 
221 
37 
223 

249 (74%) 
99 
180 
96 
30 
42 
136 
44 
61 
142 

221 (66%) 
61 
65 
56 
104 
79 
64 
23 
182 

216 (64%) 
183 
18 
165 
45 

215 (64%) 
190 
200 

222 (66%) 

41 
86 
75 
78 
127 
27 
110 

192 (57%) 
64 
117 
54 
26 
31 
68 
35 
47 
85 

172 (51%) 
40 
56 
35 
82 
60 
34 
20 
86 

149 (45%) 
126 
14 
74 
36 

128 (38%) 
121 
111 

174 (51%) 

seed 0 

154 (45%) 
20 
79 
92 
102 
114 
12 
124 

140 (42%) 
40 
73 
45 
3 
16 
59 
9 
14 
56 

119 (35%) 
24 
12 
21 
29 
20 
27 
3 
88 

107 (31%) 
66 
3 
81 
8 

90 (26%) 
60 
76 

64 (19%) 

ther 

63 (19%) 
6 
34 
41 
41 
35 
1 
38 

47 (14%) 
8 
15 
9 
2 
4 
17 
2 
3 
24 

38 (11%) 
4 
0 
5 
3 
4 
11 
0 
27 

36 (11%) 
22 
2 

21 
2 

17 (5%) 
13 
15 

9 (3%) 

*The figures in the resource subcategories do not add to the figures in the 
major resource categories because the figures in the major resource categories 
represent the number of parks reporting a resource in one or more of the 
subcategories. Similarly, the figures in the columns do not add to the 
figures in the "total" column. The "total" figures represent the number of 
parks reporting one or more primary, secondary, or other resources. Per­
centages are of the total number of parks, 337. 
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