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PURPOSE 

The Water Resources Management Plan (WRMP) supports the National Park 
Service's (NPS's) decisionmaking process related to the protection, 
conservation, use, and management of park water resources and is integral to 
the development of a water resources program for the park. The WRMP 
structures and uses information about the park's water resources and water-
related environments to (1) identify water resources issues facing the park; 
(2) assist management in developing and evaluating alternative actions, as 
appropriate, concerning these issues; and (3) select a preferred course of 
action. The WRMP is a dynamic document which is revised periodically; however, 
in general, the WRMP provides a blueprint for the resolution of park water 
resources issues over a 5-10 year period. In addition, the WRMP is a means by 
which water resources accomplishments can be measured against short- and long-
term objectives. As a component of the Natural Resources Management Plan, the 
WRMP also serves as a fundamental tool in preparing budgets and allocating 
funds and staff to parks. 

INTRODUCTION 

These "Instructions" revise "Instructions for Preparation of Water Resources 
Management Plans" which were originally published in 1979. A number of WRMP's 
have been prepared since the preceding Instructions were first issued. The 
present revisions reflect what the Water Resources Division and the parks have 
learned in preparing a number of WRMP's that differ in focus and depth. In 
addition, revisions to NPS's Management Policies and guideline for the 
preparation of Resource Management Plans also require significant changes to 
these Instructions. 

The revised Instructions have been designed (1) to assist park professionals 
in deciding if a WRMP is needed and in identifying and assessing water 
resources issues in their parks, and (2) to provide direction on how to 
prepare a WRMP. 

The water resources of a park may be complex, and the various interactions and 
interrelationships may not be readily apparent. The spatial extent of 
hydrologic resources rarely corresponds to a park's legal boundaries, often 
extending beyond the park depending on the geology and topography of the area. 
Water may originate within a park, or it may flow into a park. Waters arriving 
at park boundaries may be in pristine condition or they may be of poor 
quality. Water flows from the parks as well, where it may have been altered 
in quantity or quality. 

Waters of concern to park management may include surface water (e.g., lakes, 
rivers, streams, and creeks) and groundwater. In addition, concerns may also 
exist with respect to water-related environments of the park such as wetlands, 
floodplains, and other riparian resources. Frequently, the relationship 
between groundwater and surface water poses the most difficult management 
issues. As a consequence, water resources management issues that park 
managers encounter may be complex. 



In addition, water resources issues that park managers may need to assess may 
be natural or anthropogenic (i.e., man-caused) in origin. They may result 
from activities outside park boundaries or within park boundaries. There may 
be issues regarding problems which have been thoroughly studied and are well 
understood or regarding problems which are little-researched and poorly 
understood. The issue may have been present for years or it may be a newly 
documented problem. Water resources issues may also be related to policy or 
regulatory matters associated with the protection of water quality or the 
maintenance of water flows. 

WHEN TO PREPARE A WATER RESOURCES MANAGEMENT PLAN? 

No specific criteria can be given as to when a WRMP should be prepared for a 
park. However, consideration should be given to the preparation of such a 
plan when water is a significant resource of the park (e.g, in supporting 
natural systems or providing for visitor use); there are numerous water 
resources issues, problems, or needs facing the park; these concerns have not 
been addressed previously or comprehensively in the park's planning process; 
or a specific course of action needs to be determined with respect to 
protection, conservation, use, and management of water as well as to comply 
with all legal requirements. 

WHAT IS A WATER RESOURCES ISSUE? 

One of the most difficult questions in the development of a WRMP is which 
issues or problems should be considered and included in the plan. There is 
no simple formula or checklist to make such determinations. Generally, the 
list of water resources issues of importance to a park is formulated after 
"scoping" and in-depth discussions among park management and technical staffs, 
water management specialists, and other interested parties. The following 
list provides general guidance with respect to circumstances that may lead to 
the identification of pertinent water resources issues. 

o Water is a significant resource in support of an ecosystem and water-
related problems directly affect the existence and functioning of that 
ecosystem. 

o Public health and safety concerns are associated with water resources 
of the park. 

o Changes in water resources external to the park affect or may affect 
water resources within the park. 

o A particular water-related problem of the park is controversial and of 
strong public interest. 

o There is uncertainty about how current or proposed water resources 
management strategies within the park affect the park's water resources. 
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o There is uncertainty associated with the condition of water resources 
in the park and various impacts to those resources. 

o Water resources problems involve water rights or other legal concerns. 

In addition, guidance with respect to the identification of water resources 
issues may be gained through review of completed WRMP's for NPS units sharing 
similar hydrologic conditions or affected by similar internal and external 
influences. 

RELATIONSHIP OF A WATER RESOURCES MANAGEMENT PLAN TO THE NPS PLANNING PROCESS 

The WRMP is one part of NPS's planning process which involves a number of 
stages. The process begins with the formulation of broad goals and 
objectives, through decisions about what general management directions should 
be followed to meet those objectives, to developing detailed action plans. 
NPS-2. Planning Process Guideline explains the planning process in detail. 
Figure 1 depicts the basic relationship among NPS plans. A synopsis of each 
of these plans follows. 

Statement for Management 

The Statepent for Management (SFM) begins the planning process by describing 
the park's purpose and how it is currently managed. The SFM analyzes factors 
which influence park management and use, and identifies major issues, 
problems, and management objectives. It serves as an assessment of conditions 
in the park that can be addressed by additional studies, research, or plans. 
The SFM describes conditions; it does not prescribe solutions or make 
decisions on management actions. 

Outline of Planning Requirements 

The assessment of conditions in the SFM leads directly to the development of 
the Outline of Planning Requirements (OPR). The OPR is developed by 
evaluating the plans and tasks that must be undertaken to achieve the 
objectives outlined in the SFM. It is a ranked list of projects, studies, and 
surveys that need to be conducted to provide the information base for the 
plans. Developed along with the OPR are development/study package proposals 
which request funding and programming for the five year period of the OPR and 
support and justify the requests. 

General Management Plans 

The GMP addresses strategies for such things as resource protection and 
management, interpretation, visitor use, park operations, and the location, 
size, and functions of physical developments. Differences in the size and 
complexity of parks result in GMP's that vary in size and level of detail. 
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F i g u r e 1 : 
NPS PLANNING DOCUMENTS 

The National Park Service planning process for each park (preserve, monument, or other unit of the system) involves a 
number of stages, progressing from the formulation of broad objectives, through decisions about what general management 
direction should be followed to achieve the objectives, to formulation of detailed actions for implementing specific 
components of the general management plan. 

The general menegement Olan addresses topics of resource management, visitor use, 
perk operations, and development in general terms. The goal of this plan is to 
establish a consensus among the National Park Service and interested agencies, 
groups, and individuals about the types arid levels of visitor use, development, and 
resource protection that will occur. These decisions are based on the purpose of the 
park, its significant values, the activities occurring there now, and the resolution of 
any major issues surrounding possible land use conflicts within and adiacent to the 
park. The following kinds of detailed action plans are prepared concurrently with or 
after completion of the general management plan. 

Land protection plans 
present approaches to 
p r i v a t e or o ther 
non-NPS lands within 
the boundaries of NPS 
uni ts , in order to 
attempt to have these 
lands managed in as 
compatible a manner as 
possible w i t h the 
planned management 
obiectives of the park 
unit. 

Resource management 
plans i d e n t i f y the 
actions that will be 
taken to preserve and 
protect natural and 
c u l t u r a l resources. 
Where appropriate, one 
c o m p o n e n t of the 
e n v i r o n m e n t ( for 
e x a m p l e , f i r e 
management plan, river 
m a n a g e m e n t p l a n , 
historic structure plan) 
m a y be f u r t h e r 
deve loped into an 
independent plan that 
becomes a part of the 
resource menegement 
plan. The following 
ant examples of these 
type plans which deal 
with major long term 
problems. 

Development concept 
plans establish basic 
types and sizes of 
facilities for specific 
locations. 

I n t e r p r e t i v e plans 
describe the themes and 
media that will be used 
to interpret the park's 
significant resources. 

Wilderness suitability 
r e v i e w s determine 
which lands are suitable 
for inclusion in the 
nat ional wilderness 
preservation system. 

Water Resources 
Management 

Wilderness 
Management 

Non-Native 
Species Management 

Wildlife 
Management 

Depending largely on the complexity of individual planning efforts, action plans may or may not be prepared 
simultaneously with the general management plan. If they are prepared after the general plan, the NPS public involvement 
and cooperative planning efforts are continued until all of the implementation plans are completed. 
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Some GMP's provide general guidance on issues of concern while others include 
detailed information customarily part of an action plan, as described below. 

Natural Resources Management Plans 

Natural Resources Management Plans (NRMP's) identify specific actions that 
should be taken to preserve and protect the natural resources of parks. More 
specifically, the NRMP documents a park's natural resources, describes and 
evaluates the park's current natural resources management activities, and 
prescribes an action program based on legislation and executive mandates, NPS 
management policies, management zoning, and other provisions of related 
planning documents. In some parks, all natural resources issues of concern to 
management can be effectively addressed in the NRMP. In others, depending on 
a number of factors, more specific action plans, like the WRMP, may be 
initiated (see Figure 1). NPS has developed a Resource Management Plan (RMP) 
Guideline (March 13, 1989) for the preparation of NRMP's. 

Water Resources Management Plans 

In parks where water resources issues have been determined to be sufficiently 
important, complex, or controversial, a WRMP may be prepared. WRMP's identify 
water resources issues and, as appropriate, assess alternative actions and 
strategies for dealing with those issues. The purpose of such plans is to 
enable park managers to evaluate and make decisions and establish priorities 
with respect to the protection, use, conservation, and management of park 
waters and water-related resources. Recommended water resources management 
actions, as described in project statements, are incorporated into the NRMP 
for purposes of funding and programming. 

WHO IS RESPONSIBLE FOR THE WATER RESOURCES MANAGEMENT PLAN? 

Responsibility for preparation of the WRMP lies with the park. Specific 
direction, guidance, and technical support may be provided by the Regional 
Offices and WASO personnel. 

WRMP's are best prepared by a small team or task force comprised of staff with 
varied academic and professional backgrounds. This interdisciplinary approach 
helps assure that water resources issues and activities are evaluated in the 
broadest possible context. Generally, the park's resource management staff 
coordinates the analysis and plan preparation. Involvement of staff from 
other park divisions is essential. 

In establishing a water resources planning.team, it is helpful if at least one 
of the key staff is a hydrologist, especially when the hydrologic environment 
is complex. Hydrologic expertise should be sought from other sources such as 
the Water Resources Division or Cooperative Park Studies Units when not 
available at the park. A resource management specialist with water resources 
training may be able to adequately support the team for issues concerning 
hydrologic resources that are not complex. 
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The team preparing the WRMP is usually comprised of NPS staff. In some cases, 
representatives of other Federal agencies or State or local government may 
assist in preparation of the plan. The WRMP team may be directly supported by 
outside contractors or consultants. 

Consideration should be given at the outset of the planning process to 
preparation of a Task Directive which identifies major tasks, participants, 
and schedules. Similarly, consideration should be given to the issuance of a 
notice of Intent to prepare a WRMP which solicits information and concerns 
from outside entities (e.g., public interest groups) to assist in the 
identification of issues and alternative actions. A planning process that 
considers outside interests early has more credibility than one that ignores 
outside interests. 

When a draft WRMP has been completed by the team, It should be forwarded to 
the Superintendent for review and approval. Upon approval, the Superintendent 
should transmit the draft plan to the Regional Office, the Water Resources 
Division, and other interested parties for review and comment. The WRMP team 
is responsible for responding to comments and preparing the final plan. The 
final WRMP should be recommended by the Superintendent and approved by the 
Regional Director. 

FOR WHOM IS THE PLAN INTENDED? 

The WRMP may be intended for a number of different audiences. As a part of 
the NPS planning process, the WRMP is designed to be used by the park 
Superintendent and staff to guide decisionmaking concerning water resources 
projects and activities. The WRMP also serves as a contract between the 
Superintendent and the Regional Director which outlines the park's water 
resources problems, identifies deficiencies in data or research, and 
delineates the park's course of action to address these problems and 
deficiencies. 

Where parks are adjacent to Indian lands, national forest lands, wildlife 
refuges, or other Federal lands, tribal governments, the Bureau of Indian 
Affairs, the Forest Service, the Fish and Wildlife Service, and the Bureau of 
Land Management are likely to be concerned with the decisions NPS will make 
as a result of the WRMP. Where water projects such as dams are included In 
the park's boundaries, the Bureau of Reclamation, the Corps of Engineers, and 
power authorities like the Western Area Power Administration and the Tennessee 
Valley Authority may be interested in the outcome of issues that relate to 
their responsibilities. 

States are responsible for Implementing portions of the Clean Water Act, 
including establishing water quality standards, designating water uses, and 
implementing anti-degradation policies for water. States are also responsible 
for water rights administration and, in many cases, wildlife and fisheries 
management. Since these activities often relate to issues addressed in a 
WRMP, State water, natural resources, and fish and game agencies are likely 
to be interested in WRMP's for parks. 
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Local governments, landowners, and special Interests that use or benefit from 
the park's resources (e.g., national or local public Interest groups) are 
likely to be concerned with issues discussed and actions selected in the WRMP. 
In fact, anyone who is Interested in the park's natural resources and their 
management is a likely audience for the WRMP. 

The WRMP Is part of the NPS planning process which requires opportunities for 
public participation. Therefore, careful consideration should be given to the 
need for public review and the appropriate intensity of that review. 

RESPONSIBILITIES UNDER THE NATIONAL ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY ACT 

The WRMP recommends actions to be taken by NPS related to the protection, 
conservation, use, and management of park water resources which may affect the 
environment. As such, the water resources management planning process must 
comply with the requirements of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). 
In accordance with the RMP Guideline, NEPA compliance may be carried out 
jointly with the WRMP or separately. If the latter approach is to be taken, 
the scope and timing of NEPA compliance should be Indicated. 

NEPA compliance for actions identified in the WRMP should rely to the extent 
possible on previous NEPA analyses conducted for the GMP and/or the NRMP. 
Thus, in some cases, the range of actions evaluated in previous documents 
should be adequate to permit full reliance on previous NEPA analyses. The 
responsible official must determine that: 

(1) The proposed Federal action and range of alternatives are covered by 
an existing NEPA analysis, and 

(2) That there are no significant environmental impacts affecting the human 
environment that have not been analyzed in the existing NEPA compliance 
documents. 

When both of these conditions are satisfied, a Statement of Coverage in a 
Previous NEPA Document is approved and becomes part of the WRMP (see Appendix 
A). This statement documents that the environmental effects of the proposed 
plan have been considered by the responsible official. 

In those situations where the above conditions are not met, an Environmental 
Assessment (EA) must be prepared. The EA needs to evaluate the environmental 
impacts of each of the reasonable alternatives under consideration to 
determine whether significant environmental impacts would occur. In those 
cases where the WRMP evaluates alternative courses of action, the analysis 
contained In the WRMP is similar to that required by NEPA in that the WRMP 
considers advantages and disadvantages of the various alternatives. The 
environmental impact analysis under NEPA includes consideration of both 
adverse and beneficial impacts. Thus, a recommended approach where the WRMP 
evaluates alternatives is for the WRMP team to prepare the EA as part of the 
WRMP process and to combine the WRMP and EA into one document. 
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The provisions of NPS-12. National Environmental Policy Act Guideline are to 
be followed regardless of whether the EA is prepared jointly with the WRMP or 
separately. Procedures for public review and comment should be followed 
throughout the process, and coordination should be carried out with the 
Regional Environmental Coordinator. The result of the EA process will be 
either a Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) (see Appendix B) approved 
by the responsible NPS official or a determination that significant 
environmental impacts would result from the proposal, requiring preparation 
of an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS). 

INFORMATION BASE 

A WRMP should address water quantity, water quality, and water-related 
environments associated with all water resources within the park. These may 
include, but are not limited to, surface water resources such as streams, 
rivers, lakes, ponds, floodplains, wetlands, and riparian resources; 
groundwater resources including aquifers, potable water supplies, springs, and 
seeps; and special features such as glaciers, water-pockets (tinajas), bogs, 
marshes, fens, and hydrothermal resources. 

The scope of the information base utilized in a WRMP will likely vary from 
plan to plan, depending upon the site-specific characteristics of the park, 
its watersheds and groundwater resources, and the type and extent of water 
resources issues facing the park. For instance, a park, where its watersheds 
are entirely contained within park boundaries and thereby largely protected 
from external activities, will usually not require an assessment of water 
resources data available from sites located outside of the park boundary. On 
the other hand, another park, where portions of its watersheds lie outside of 
the boundary, may very well require an extensive analysis of upstream 
watershed management practices, water quality, water utilization, and point 
source and non-point source pollutant loadings. 

An early step In the planning process for a WRMP is the inventory, assembly, 
and evaluation of available Information, including studies and databases, 
pertaining to the hydrologic environment of the study area. It is important 
to first gain a basic understanding of the scope and context of the water 
resources issues and to determine whether adequate data are available to 
support the water resources management planning process, prior to initiating 
a data collection effort. Planning processes, such as the development of a 
WRMP, often require less technical data than may be initially expected, and 
experience has shown that there is often a larger body of readily available 
information relating to the park's hydrologic environment than may be apparent 
at first glance. 

After completing a thorough search of a park's data files and library and the 
files of the Water Resources Division, the district office of the U.S. 
Geological Survey (USGS) should be contacted for Information relating to local 
hydrologic studies. Additional pertinent published studies are often located 
utilizing one of several commercial, automated computer search reference 
networks, available at a nominal cost at most university libraries. 
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Information on existing databases can also be provided from the USGS's 
WATSTORE database system or the Environmental Protection Agency's (EPA's) 
STORET system. Both of these systems can usually be accessed by contacting 
the district office of the DSGS or the regional office of the EPA. Information 
on climate, soils, vatershed development, etc. is often also available from 
a number of Federal, State, and local agencies. 

A typical problem facing the park's resource management staff, then, is not 
the lack of available information, but rather, summarizing available 
information into a coherent assessment of the park's hydrologic environment, 
and identifying areas where present information gaps exist and additional 
monitoring or research may be necessary. NPS-75. Standards for Natural 
Resources Inventory and Monitoring may be of assistance in this analysis. 

FORMAT AND CONTENT OF THE WATER RESOURCES MANAGEMENT PLAN 

This section provides specific recommendations for preparing the three major 
parts of the WRMP — Introduction; The Hydrologic Environment; and Project 
Statements. An example table of contents for a WRMP is included in Appendix 
C. 

Introduction 

Purpose of the Plan. The section should clearly state the purpose of the 
WRMP and identify the water resources issues or management decisions which 
have led to the plan's preparation. This section should also provide 
information which describes the geographic, legislative, policy, and 
historical context of water resources of the park. 

Legislative and Regulatory Relationships. This section contains a brief 
summary of relevant laws, regulations, policies, and Executive Orders with 
special attention to any language that deals specifically with water resources 
or directs specific actions with respect to water or water-related resources. 

The role of the States in implementing the Clean Water Act (e.g., developing 
water quality standards, classifying stream segments, and designating water 
uses) should also be described in this section. A short discussion of the 
requirement that Federal agencies comply with State laws with respect to water 
pollution (Section 313 of the Clean Water Act) should also be included. The 
State water use categories that are applicable to the waters of the park 
should be identified. When designated water uses for the park appear to be 
at variance with adequate protection of park water resources, that information 
should be noted here since it may be an important issue to be dealt with in 
the WRMP. This section may also require brief discussions of other Federal 
laws that may affect water resources management planning for the park such as 
the Safe Drinking Water Act, the Wild & Scenic Rivers Act, the Coastal Zone 
Management Act, the Endangered Species Act, the Comprehensive Environmental 
Response and Liability Act, and the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act. 

Land Status. Uses, and Planning Relationships. This section should include 
information on political boundaries and the land status and uses of lands 

9 



adjacent to the park. A discussion of what types of activities occur or may 
be expected to occur outside the park's boundaries on adjacent lands that may 
affect the park's water resources should be included. This section should 
also include the history of water resources management or decisions affecting 
adjacent lands that may be relevant to actions under consideration in the 
plan. 

This section should also contain a brief description of the status of current 
NFS planning activities for the park. When management zoning has been 
implemented as part of the GMP, the different zones should be delineated, and 
the types of activities that are permitted in each of the zones should be 
explained. Cooperative agreements or memorandums of understanding that exist 
with Federal, State, or local governments which may affect water resources 
should also be described in this section. A discussion of relevant areawide 
water-quality planning under Section 208 of the Clean Water Act should also 
be provided. 

Management Objectives. NPS's Management Policies sets forth general 
objectives concerning the use and management of water in parks. There may be 
additional water resources management objectives for individual parks that are 
based on unique conditions or circumstances. This section should clearly 
delineate the water resources management objectives, both general and 
specific, that will guide the selection of actions in the WRMP. 

Identification of Water Resources Issues. The final section of this part of 
the WRMP is a listing of the specific water resources issues that have been 
identified for evaluation in the plan. By listing the issues here, this 
section of the Introduction can function as a abstract of the plan for quick 
reference. Any person referring to the plan will know the range of issues 
that are addressed while simultaneously having a clear picture of the 
institutional and historical setting into which the plan fits. 

Consideration should also be given to preparing an Executive Summary that can 
precede the Introduction and provide a summary of the background, analyses, 
and conclusions of the WRMP. Information included in the Introduction should 
not duplicate information previously presented in the NRMP. 

The Hydrologic Environment 

The Hydrologic Environment section describes the park's water resources. This 
section provides sufficient information to characterize the hydrologic setting 
of the park and to describe the current condition and status of park water 
resources. The nature and severity of external and internal threats to the 
water resources of the park should also be described. Historical water 
resources monitoring and research programs associated with the park should be 
discussed. It is important to focus on information directly relevant to the 
water resources management planning process and to avoid lengthy or detailed 
technical discussions not related to the water resources issues considered in 
the WRMP. Because each park is unique and the water resources issues are thus 
different, the Hydrologic Environment section will differ in format and 
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