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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The. interpretive prospectus for Joshua Tree National Park is a 
document that will guide the interpretive program for the next ten 
years or so. The basic elements of the plan are summarized here. 

Visitors will be contacted in staffed facilities at each of the three 
main park entrances. A new facility at the west entrance, Joshua 
Tree Visitor Center, will be the largest of the three because it will 
be used by more visitors. It will focus primarily on natural history 
interpretation. The north entrance at Twentynine Palms will 
feature a cultural center that integrates history and human use of 
resources. This will take place in a renovation and enlargement of 
the existing building. At Cottonwood, a small information station 
will replace the current inadequate structure and will offer: 
information; interpretation of all themes; general orientation to 
significant parkwide sites, features and visitor use facilities; and 
specific orientation features and facilities within the park's south 
side and Colorado Desert sections. An important part of 
orientation and trip planning at all these facilities is to convey the 
idea that different experiences will result from the choice of 
entrance and exit to the park. Visitors will be encouraged to enter 
and exit at different places in order to encounter a richer variety 
of resources and interpretive messages. 

Interpretive media will vary at these facilities as much as building 
size and interpretive focus. A major large image audiovisual 
program at the Joshua Tree Visitor Center will foster appreciation 
of the desert. Exhibits will likewise be important to interpret 
biodiversity, geology, adaptations to the desert, and Joshua trees— 
the park symbol and namesake. Exhibits containing important 
objects from the park's extensive collections will be the dominant 
feature of the Oasis Cultural Center. Inside the Cottonwood 
Spring Information Station, a mix of exhibits with video 
components will complement interpretive theme panels outside on 
a covered ramada. 

Black Rock Canyon Nature Center will be operated for use 
primarily by campers and by school groups who come for 
environmental education programs. 

Existing trails in the park have had their interpretive emphasis 
reorganized to build a system of short nature trails, each offering 
a different message. In this way, a more diverse experience will 
be available and visitors will accumulate rather than repeat 
interpretive messages when they walk several trails. 

1 



New interpretive trails are recommended to introduce the two 
desert types in the park, as an extension of the visitor facilities 
orientation function. Then existing trails will build on that 
introduction and add new information. 

Campgrounds which serve large numbers of people are 
recommended as the location for increased personal services 
programs and adequate trail opportunities that do not require 
leaving the campground and driving elsewhere. This will improve 
the visitor experience and decrease the use of automobiles. 

The primary interpretive medium to be used at Desert Queen 
Ranch will continue to be guided tours. Other cultural history 
sites will be interpreted by waysides and publications. 

A substantial number of waysides will be needed in the park, 
because of its size and because of the "tour route" driving is a 
major way to see the park. 

In response to increasing visitation in the past decade the 
interpretive staff decreased significantly. This trend must be 
reversed if the park is to adequately staff the facilities 
recommended in the general management plan and this interpretive 
prospectus, and to actively comply with current National Park 
Service policy initiatives calling for focusing on and improving 
customer service. 
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FOREWORD 

The interpretive prospectus is the key to interpretive planning. It 
is primarily a media prescription, selecting the media that are best 
suited for the interpretation of the national park's themes. The 
prospectus deals with wayside exhibits, publications, audiovisual 
programs, museum exhibits, and to some extent personal services. 
Personal services to be provided by the park's interpretive staff 
will be treated in greater depth in an operations plan, prepared by 
the staff and called Annual Statement for Interpretation and Visitor 
Services. 

The interpretive prospectus takes its direction from the general 
management plan, which describes the development needed. To 
this foundation is added another level of conceptual planning-the 
interpretive prospectus. It in turn will lead to more detailed 
planning and design at a later stage. 

No funding comes automatically as a result of the plan. Rather, 
it is the responsibility of the park staff in conjunction with the field 
directorate and cluster offices, to use the programming process and 
other sources to fund implementation. 
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INTRODUCTION 

THE RESOURCES 

Joshua Tree National Park protects parts of two desert types: high 
desert (the Mojave) and low desert (the Colorado Desert, a 
subdivision of the Sonoran). Please see Map 2: Joshua Tree 
National Park and the Mojave Desert/Colorado Desert Transition, 
page 13, and Map 3: Hot Deserts of North America, page 15, for 
graphic delineations of these deserts. 

The higher and slightly cooler Mojave Desert, which generally 
occupies the western portions of the park (normally above 3,000 
feet elevation), is the home of the Joshua tree, extensive stands of 
which dominate the western half of the park. Additionally, 
juniper, scrub oaks, and pinyon pines are also common above 
4,000 feet elevation. 

The Colorado Desert covers the lower (below 3,000 feet), hotter 
eastern sections of the park. Creosote bush, ocotillo, teddybear 
cholla cactus (colloquially known as the "jumping cholla"), smoke 
tree, and desert ironwood-south of Cottonwood—are characteristic 
plants of this subdivision of the Sonoran desert. 

The Joshua tree, Yucca brevifolia, has given its name to the 
national park. It is a fitting symbol. It is also a visually dominant 
element of the scenery and one widely recognized by the public. 
The plants can reach more than 40 feet in height. Estimates of 
ages of old trees approach 1000 years. A host of animals depend 
on the Joshua tree: wooa\ rats, ground squirrels, deer, 
woodpeckers, owls, Scott's orioles, kestrels, shrikes, lizards, 
snakes, and termites. The Joshua tree and the yucca moth are so 
interdependent that one cannot exist without the other. The female 
moth pollinates the flowers; her eggs are laid in the flower's ovary 
and the subsequent larvae feed on seeds. 

Five native fan palm oases—including the Oasis of Mara 
immediately adjacent to park headquarters and the Oasis Visitor 
Center-are found within the park, and these serve as centers for 
biological diversity, as well as past and current human activity. 

Several fascinating adaptations are revealed in desert plants and 
animals. Some plants have exchanged their leaves for spikes; 
many seeds lay dormant until enough rain falls; roots of some 
plants search for deep water sources; other plants poison their 
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neighbors to reduce the competition for available water; still others 
store water to be used during dry periods. Some animals have 
evolved internal systems to withstand extreme desert temperatures 
and others require extremely small amounts of water to survive. 
Some animals have leathery, scaly, or hardened skins to reduce 
water loss; others have developed various evaporative techniques 
to cool themselves. Many animals survive by eating moist prey 
and living in burrows. 

Dryness and heat are characteristics of both deserts. In summer, 
air temperatures can exceed 110°F. Rainfall in the park amounts 
to less than ten inches a year. At places where water is channeled 
over the landscape, it is a temporary feature rather than 
permanent. The channels, dry most of the time, are called washes 
and are inhabited by vegetation somewhat different than 
surrounding areas. 

Cold-water springs are a rare find in the desert landscape, but 
these oases, sometimes encircled by California fan palms, provide 
a dramatic contrast to their arid surroundings and symbolize the 
importance of water in both shaping the landscape and in 
sustaining a variety of life forms. The palms are reminders of a 
more lush vegetation that flourished widely in the region thousands 
of years ago when the climate was wetter and cooler. They are 
also a reminder that change is a constant in earth history. 

The park's variety of protected habitats supports wildlife of many 
kinds, resident and migratory. Animals which can be found here 
include reptiles (desert tortoises, desert iguanas, fringe-toed 
lizards, chuckwallas, King snakes, gopher snakes, speckled 
rattlesnakes, sidewinder horned rattlesnakes, western diamondback 
["Mojave green"] rattlesnakes, rosy boas), amphibians, more than 
200 species of birds (greater^ roadrunners, red-tailed hawks, 
Costa's hummingbirds, woodpeckers, cactus wrens), invertebrates 
(spiders, scorpions, western tent caterpillars, and a host of other 
insects), and more than 40 species of mammals (bats, mice, 
antelope ground squirrels, chipmunks, cottontail rabbits, 
jackrabbits, coyotes, raccoons, western gray foxes, bobcats, mule 
deer, and bighorn sheep). 

Geologically, the park's major scenic elements are a result of the 
two major rock formations. The light-colored monzogranite is a 
Mesozoic granitic intrusion that erodes into the infinitely varied 
rock formations represented in the Hidden Valley and Jumbo 
Rocks areas. These rock formations are the focus of intense 
activity by thousands of recreational rock climbers. The darker, 
surrounding Pinto Gneiss is Precambrian in age (in excess of one 
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