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February 29, 1972 

Mr. George B. Hartzog, Jr. 
Director, National Park Service 

Mr. William J. Briggle 
National Parks Centennial Director 

U. S. Department of the interior 
Washington, D. C. 20240 

Gentlemen: 

Enclosed are the reports of the five National Parks for 
the Future Task Forces which we established last autumn in 
accordance with contract #9900X20009. 

I am sure you will join us in commending the work of the 
Task Force members, who were already quite busy enough when 
we sought their services last fall. Somehow they have found 
the time to convene numerous points of view and a wide range 
of competence upon the Park System and public attitudes con­
cerning it, and have prepared a rather comprehensive set of 
findings, philosophies, and recommendations. 

As you know, these reports are to receive further atten­
tion from a still-wider gathering of specialists and leaders 
at the Symposium on National Parks for the Future at Yosemite 
in April. The Conservation Foundation will, of course, build 
from the Symposium deliberations as well as from the Task 
Force work in preparing its final submission to you. We feel, 
however, that these reports stand well by themselves, and, 
whether or not you or we agree with all their contents, offer 
much food for thought in the months and years ahead. 

Indeed, we are struck by the considerable degree of con­
sensus among five groups which, frankly, were constituted 
with the realization that they might produce widely divergent 
conclusions. We note particularly the emphasis here on needs 
for much greater Congressional support of parkland acquisition 
at all levels of government. Also, there seems to be solid 
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agreement that the National Park Service should place more 
emphasis on visitor services as opposed to visitor facilities, 
on preparing the visitor to enjoy the parks for the purposes 
for which they were established, and on expanding the National 
Park Service role in the development of an environmental ethic. 

We commend this material to your careful analysis, and 
shall welcome any comments you might wish to make prior to 
the Symposium. 

Sincerely, 

Sydney Howe 
President 
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INTRODUCTION 

A group of explorers a century ago, sitting around their campfire at 
Madison Junction in northwestern Wyoming, could hardly have foreseen the vigor 
of the idea that sprang from their conversation about the Yellowstone country. 
They could not have anticipated that their idea would flower into a new dimen­
sion of the American dream and would capture the imagination of men around the 
world. 

The national park concept, conceived at Madison Junction and given birth 
by the President of the United States 100 years ago, has been nurtured in the 
very essence of the democratic principle. This concept, first enunciated for 
Yellowstone, says that some areas of remarkable value are too special, too 
precious ever to be reduced to private ownership and exploitation, but that those 
areas should instead be retained for the enjoyment and inspiration of all the 
people. 

Yet, over the decades, the concept has come under assault at Yellowstone 
and elsewhere because of the democratic principle — if the asset is publicly 
owned, it should be accessible and useable by all the people. Certainly, those 
who first held the Yellowstone Park vision could not have anticipated the 
practical difficulties of park use a hundred years later — difficulties brought 
on by an exploding population, new forms of transportation, and new wealth and 
leisure made available through the hard labor of a people dedicated to conquering 
and subverting the wilderness. 

With the end of World War II, a booming economy, greater mobility, and 
longer vacations combined to power a move to the outdoors such as America had 
never experienced before. Restraints heretofore imposed by geography, time, 
distance and cost were, for the most part, swept aside and with them the 
original simple principle from which the national park ideal was born. The 
national park visit became a casual thing — of little more significance to many 
than a visit to any other place that provides a scenic backdrop for everyone's 
outdoor thing. Appreciated? Of course, in some way -- one of a dozen vacation 
stops, one more decal on the window, one more place for later comparison as to 
efficiency of trailer hook-up, quality of cafeteria, variety of souvenirs and 
congestion of highway and campground. The national park was fast becoming a 
playground, a bland experience little different from what the visitor can and 
does find at a thousand other areas. 

The visitor has almost lost something else of enormous importance, a 
crucial ingredient of the democratic ideal — the opportunity for choice. He 
is in danger of losing the opportunity to choose the remarkable experience which 
the national parks were established to save for him, because it is in danger of 
disappearing. 

But the opportunity has not been wholly lost. There remains a spark of the 
original concept. More and more people are leaving the gadgetry and comforts of 
technology behind and striking out for the wilderness to find solitude and 



adventure with what they can carry on their backs. There in the backcountry of 
our natural area parks the wilderness persists, little changed in a century. 
There man can find and be a partner once again in the elementary processes of an 
undisturbed ecosystem and recapture the awe, the spiritual exaltation, the acute 
awareness of the very roots of life from which he sprang. The basic choice 
remains with us — whether we circle back to the original concept, or permit 
further spin-off into stultifying mediocrity. The choice is ours, whether the parks 
shall remain the "crown jewels" of our outdoor heritage to be cherished, pro­
tected, preserved and worthy of our rigorous self-imposed restraints, or permitted 
to degenerate into the commonplace. 

It is a difficult choice, but it must be made. And nobody else can make it. 
The choice is ours alone. 

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. Management of national parks must conform to their dominant values. 
Basically, this means that recreation in and enjoyment of the parks must be in 
terms of their preservation function, that preservation of remaining wilderness 
should be given top priority in all policy decisions, and that criteria other 
than numbers of visitors should be used as measurements of a national park's 
value to society. 

2. High priority should be given to research directed at finding the physical, 
ecological, and psychological carrying capacity of every unit of the National 
Park System. This information should be used to determine user quotas for each 
unit, but care should be taken that a quota system does not discriminate against 
certain segments of society. The National Park Service should give concentrated 
attention to educating the public about the meaning of carrying capacity and a 
need for a quota system. 

3. The park visitor should be encouraged to get away from the sight, sound 
and smell of mechanized civilization — and to hike and camp in the backcountry. 

4. Hotel-type accommodations, private automobiles, and car-camping should be 
phased out of national park units. 

5. The National Park Service should seek to establish federally financed 
scientific and social research units on the nation's campuses. A citizens' 
organization, Friends of Park Research, should be formed to support an expanded 
research effort. 

6. Expanded attention to the National Park Service's historical and archaeolog­
ical programs is required. An accelerated research effort is a priority item, as 
is use of the Wilderness Act of 1964 to protect archaeological sites. 

7. The National Park Service should work toward the elimination of private 
ownership of buildings and facilities by concessionaires as a preliminary step 
to moving all such facilities outside the parks. 
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8. National park boundaries should, wherever possible, include entire ecosystems. 
Neighboring political jurisdictions should be encouraged to conduct their land 
planning and regulatory activities in ways which support the purposes of a park 
unit. 

PRESERVATION OF VALUES 

The Act of 1872 creating Yellowstone National Park coupled two purposes: 
preservation of the remarkable environment and use of the area preserved as a 
pleasuring ground. The National Park Service Act of 1916 also stressed both 
preservation and value of the parks as a source of pleasure for the people. 
Over the years, the National Park Service has developed a variety of interpreta­
tions of those purposes, including the belief that they are in conflict, even 
incompatible. That is partially the result of the enormous recent popularity 
of the parks. Changes in transportation and in patterns of wealth and leisure as 
well as in popular attitudes toward nature contributed to the outdoor recreation 
explosion. Congress could not have anticipated those changes, and attendant 
pressures on the parks, when it passed the organic laws of 1872 and 1916. 
Consequently, the seeds of a dilemma between recreation and preservation appear 
in the legislation. We believe the dilemma is more apparent than real, and can 
be resolved, if the meaning of Congress in the organic acts if understood to be 
PRESERVATION FOR THE ENJOYMENT OF THE PEOPLE IN THE NATURAL VALUES BEING PRESERVED. 

The early parks, in other words, were established for the purpose of protect­
ing and displaying certain special environments. Visitors expected to take their 
pleasure from experiencing those environments. It follows that the parks can 
only be enjoyed fully if they are preserved unimpaired. In the national parks, 
there is no dichotomy between preservation and pleasuring. Consequently, the 
preservation function, not the recreation function, should be the central focus of 
the National Park Service in the next hundred years. 

We therefore recommend: 

(A) Recreation in and enjoyment of the national parks must he in the terms 
of their preservation function. 

(B) Recognizing the rarity of wilderness in the United States in 1972 
compared to 18723 preservation of what remains should be given the top priority 
in all policy decisions affecting national parks. 

(C) Criteria other than the number of visitors should be used as measure­
ments of park performance and as yardsticks for allocating appropriations; for 
example3 the quality of the visitors ' experience and success in preserving integ­
rity of ecosystems. 

Although the first national parks were great wilderness areas, in recent 
years the jurisdiction of the National Park Service has expanded to include several 
other kinds of units, such as recreation areas. This expansion is welcome, but 
only if distinctions between the varieties of units is kept in mind by both 
management and the public. One way to approach the problem is to consider the 
varieties of value inherent in the natural world. We might detail the values, with 
a simple illustrative analogy, as follows: 
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(1) Material use -- A tree can provide lumber. 

(2) Beauty — A tree can be scenic and decorative. 

(3) Spiritual-symbolic — A tree can be worshipped, and it can be 

understood as a symbol of an idea or concept. This category of 

use does not necessarily involve the physical presence of man. 

(4) Recreation — A tree can be climbed. 

(5) Knowledge — A tree can be studied as a biological organism with a 

role in the ecosystem, or an historical object, for instance, a 

landmark tree on a trail. 

The National Park Service has jurisdiction over environment that contains 

these five values. The overriding problem in today's National Park System is the 

delineation and, in cases of conflict, separation of those values. To that end, 

we recommend yet another categorization of areas under National Park Service 

administration. The objective of the restructuring is to establish clearly in 

the public mind the dominant purposes and appropriate- uses of the various units 

in the National Park System. That is related to the need of protecting the 

dominant values of each unit. Our schema follows: 

(1) National Wilderness Parks. This category embraces the larger "national 

parks" and most parts of many "national monuments," as well as appropriate por­

tions of some other kinds of units. A National Wilderness Park has as its 

dominant purpose the preservation of an intact ecosystem. People visiting this 

kind of park expect to derive their enjoyment from the wilderness being preserved. 

That expectation resolves any ambiguity in the 1872 and 1916 organic legislation 

with respect to park preservation and the pleasure of the people. It follows that 

visitors to the National Wilderness Parks must be prepared to accept a wilderness 

life-style if they intend to stay in the park more than a single day. Those 

desiring more civilized accommodations, particularly hotels and motels and their 

own mobile homes, have to accept the necessity of leaving the park at the end 

of the day to find such accommodations outside its boundaries. However, given 

the general excellence of major park roads and the speed of modern motorized 

transportation, this requirement does not exclude anyone from, say, a view of Old 

Faithful. Stated another way, this is a recommendation that the National Park 

Service get out of the hotel and motel business. Instead, it should be left to 

private enterprise — the accommodations industry will surely flourish immediately 

outside the parks if its in-park competition ceases. As a corollary, the National 

Wilderness Parks should specialize in camping. (For detailed recommendations see 

Visitor Management below.) 

(2) National Recreation Areas. rncluded here would be the present National 

Recreation Areas plus some National Seashores (although some, like Cape Hatteras, 

should surely be placed in the first category, above, with its present intrusions 

eliminated) and the National Riverways and Parkways. As opposed to the National 

Wilderness Parks, such areas would stress high density recreation rather than 

nature preservation. Motorized transportation, including off-road vehicles such 

as powerboats and dune buggies, might be permitted under appropriate regulations. 

Many more of these areas need to be established, especially near urban areas. 

Their presence as an alternative recreational opportunity would reduce visitor 

pressure on the National Wilderness Parks. 
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(3) National Landmarks. This category would include natural, historic, and 
environmental education landmarks as currently conceived by the National Park 
Service. Management in certain cases might be intensive and highly specialized. 
A National Landmark might occasionally exist as an "island" within a larger 
National Wilderness Park. The quarry in Dinosaur National Monument or the 
archaeological ruins in Bandalier National Monument come to mind in this respect. 

As a further aid in differentiating the parks, consider the reciprocal 
gradients in Figure 1: 

Figure 1 

RELATIVE IMPORTANCE OF THE PROTECTION 

i OF NATURAL AND HISTORIC SITES 

RELATIVE IMPORTANCE 

OF RECREATION 

B 

Toward the A end of the array are the National Wilderness Parks: 
Yellowstone, Glacier, North Cascades, Olympic, Mount McKinley, 
Glacier Bay, Isle Royale. Appropriate recreation is non-disturbing: 
hiking, climbing, and appreciation•of natural features. Here also 
are historic and prehistoric structures where no intensive visitor 
use is appropriate or possible. 

Toward the B end of the array are the recently authorized new 
categories including seashores, lakeshores, urban parks, cultural 
parks, etc.: Assateague Island, Cape Cod, Indiana Dunes, Sleeping 
Bear Dunes, Pictured Rocks. 

Note that the diagonal line does not go to the corners. This means 
that some appropriate recreation may be allowed at the A end of the 
array and that some natural and historic features should be preserved 
at the B end. 

Alternatively, the variety of parklands might be visualized in terms of 
a series of vectors: 

A 



-6-

Alternatively, the variety of parklands might be visualized in terms of 
a series of vectors: 

VECTORS 

1 - Scientific/Historical 

2 - Spiritual/Symbolic 

3 - Aesthetic 

4 - Social 

5 - Recreational 

6 - Economic 

7 - Political/Legal 

8 - Cultural 

In Figure 2-A all of the forces 
affecting the National Park Service 
are assumed to have equal strength. 

In Figure 2-B the forces of 
scientific/historic, aesthetic, and 
spiritual/symbolic, have relatively 
great strength as in the case of a 
National Wilderness Park, influencing 
authorization and management. 

For a seashore, recreational, economic, and political forces would likely have 
great strength. The NPS unit would figuratively be off center in a different 
direction. 

In sum3 we recommend that the management of the various parklands conform to 
their dominant values. 



CARRYING CAPACITY 

The simplest meaning of this concept is the ability of something to 
absorb outside influence and still retain its essence. When carrying capacity 
is exceeded, that essence is lost. The problem is already crucial in many 
national parks. 

Carrying capacity may be understood to have three parts: 

Physical Carrying Capacity: This relates to the effect of visitation on the 
non-living aspects of the habitat. The ability of a particular terrain to resist 
trail erosion is one factor. So is its ability to "absorb" trails, roads, and 
other man-made objects. Conversely, when man-made features dominate the scene, 
the physical carrying capacity is exceeded and, in the case of a park, the 
preservation function aborted. Space also determines carrying capacity, notably 
in the case of a national landmark where the visitor objective is limited. 
Only a few visitors can stand in a ruin at one time. 

Ecological Carrying Capacity: This concerns the effect of visitors on 
park ecosystems. When the natural plant and animal features are substantially 
altered, ecological carrying capacity is exceeded and the preservation function 
aborted. More particularly, when the presence of visitors causes a particular 
bird or animal to vacate its normal habitat or behave abnormally (grizzlies come 
to mind), ecological carrying capacity has been exceeded. The "fishing-out" of 
a lake or stream is another illustration, as is the effect on flora of pasturing 
a horse on a mountain meadow. The ability to dispose of visitor wastes without 
damage to park ecosystems may prove to be the ultimate measure of ecological 
carrying capacity. 

Psychological Carrying Capacity: The most subtle and difficult, but in 
many ways the most important, component of carrying capacity concerns the effect 
of other visitors on the mind of the individual visitor. The assumption is that 
a certain atmosphere or setting is necessary in order that certain attributes 
of an environment be perceived and enjoyed. Levels of tolerance for other 
people vary, of course. At one extreme is the person for whom the sight (and 
even the knowledge) of one other camper or camping party in the vicinity detracts 
from the quality of the experience. Graphically, their attitude could be 
illustrated by Figure 3: 

Quality of experience 

Number of people 
encountered 
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At the other extreme are those whose chief delight in a park experience 
comes from association with fellow visitors. For them an empty campground would 
not only be a disappointment but a positively frightening prospect. A graph 
of their position would look like Figure 4: 

Quality of 
Experience 

Although more concrete data are badly needed, most visitors seem able to accept 
the presence of others up to a point (the psychological carrying capacity for 
them) . Thereafter the quality of their experience deteriorates rapidly, as in 
Figure 5: 

Quality of 
Experience 

Campground capacities already in effect at many parks reflect cognizance of 
the physical and psychological carrying capacity. Similarly, the closure of 
nesting areas to visitor use (the eagle nests along the Snake River in Grand 
Teton, for example) is a recognition of ecological carrying capacity. The 
routing of trails around fragile high Sierra meadows is an instance of physical 
carrying capacity. More restrictions of those types, based on careful environ­
mental inventories of the parks, are recommended. 

The concept of psychological carrying capacity becomes crucial in regard to 
the preservation of wilderness. It is now indisputable that wilderness can be 
loved to death. Its worst enemies are its friends. Wilderness by definition is 
a region where man's presence is minimized. When securing a campsite becomes a 
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matter of competition between several parties, the perception of wildness 
vanishes. That points up the need for user quotas based on the physical, 
ecological, and expecially, on the social. At first glance such restrictions 
seem abhorrent, totally out of keeping with the freedom wild country should 
entail. But on second thought, we accept quota-type restrictions on almost 
every form of recreational activity. We buy tickets for the theater, and when 
the performance is sold out we wait for the next one or even for the next 
season. We don't insist on the right to sit on each other's laps. Similarly in 
regard to tennis, if the courts are occupied we wait our turn. Even in the case 
of public courts, which we support as taxpayers, we wait. We understand that 
if sixteen people crowd the court the result is not tennis. So we make reserva­
tions, we wait, perhaps we don't even get to play that day. We may be displeased, 
but we accept it because we respect the integrity of the game. 

Wilderness is also a "game" that can't be played at any one time at any 
specific place by more than a few people. Respect for the quality of a wilder­
ness experience demands that we accept more regulated use and quotas. The time is 
not far distant when the "right" to enter wild country may be distributed much 
like tickets to a concert or permits to hunt big game. There will be inconveni­
ences and some people will inevitably be disappointed, but, like the tennis analogy, 
acceptance will result from an understanding and appreciation of the meaning of 
wilderness. 

We therefore recommend that: 

(A) High priority should be given to research directed at finding the 
physical, ecological, and psychological carrying capacity of every unit under 
the jurisdiction of the National Park Service. 

(B) This information should be the basis for the establishment and enforce­
ment of user quotas to prevent visitation from exceeding the carrying capacity 
of the environment. 

(C) In setting quotas and accepting reservations, the National Park Service 
must realize that certain segments of American society are likely to be discrim­
inated against. Special measures must be taken to insure this does not occur. 

(D) Recognizing that preservation has top priority, the National Park 
Service should not encourage visitation in excess of carrying capacity. 

(E) The National Park Service should explore means of visitor management 
consistent with carrying capacity standards, such as the use of earphone touring, 
binocular and telescope stations, alternate-day visiting, and dispersal of visitors 
into alternate areas. 

(F) The National Park Service should educate citizens and visitors on the 
meaning of and need for the carrying capacity and quota concepts to gain a 
broader basis of public support in its preservation function. 

(G) Because noise is destructive of solitude, the National Park Service 
should seek to have overflights by aircraft regulated, and explore other means 
to minimize noise intrusions on the ground, such as playing radios, which reduces 
psychological carrying capacity. 



VISITOR MANAGEMENT 

The adoption of a National Wilderness Park concept would challenge the National 
Park Service with questions of visitor management. As hotel-type accommodations 
are phased out of all National Park Service units, camping would obviously have 
to be provided for to a far greater extent than now exists. The National Park 
Service should adopt a policy of phasing out car camping as an activity incompat­
ible with park purposes even before the more general exclusion of private autos. 
Two kinds of camping situations seem appropriate. 

(1) Shortwalk Camping: The concept here is to get visitors out of the sight, 

sound, and smell of mechanized civilization by camping a short distance (gener­

ally no more than one-half mile) from a road access. The possibilities are 

exciting. Consider the way dead-end spur roads and feeder trails could disperse 

visitors along the rim of a canyon, or along a river, or through a valley. In 

each case the road would be kept away from the prime camping areas. Wood and 

water might constitute problems in some locales, but dry camping (carrying water 

from the road access) and provision of wood by the National Park Service are 

possible solutions. The concept of "fallow campgrounds," periodically rested 

from use, might also be fruitfully employed to sustain the quality of shortwalk 

camping. A spur road could simply be closed to camping for a season or more so 

that the land and vegetation could' recover. Mass-transit access is a desirable 

alternative to cars for the shortwalk camper. 

(2) Backcountry Camping and the Exploration Station: Like the weather, 

everyone complains about the concentration of visitors in small portions of the 

parks, but few steps have been taken to do something about this situation. As 

an aid in assisting backcountry campers, we recommend the establishment of 

Exploration Stations in the National Wilderness Parks. Located in park visitor 

centers, the Exploration Station would be prepared to rent or sell complete 

backpacking (or canoe camping) equipment, including maps, dehydrated foods, even 

hiking boots. The Exploration Station would include staff who could instruct 

visitors in the use of equipment, plan trip itineraries, and dispense a substantial 

dose of land ethic that would help insure safe and responsible backcountry use. 

That last task might be facilitated by a tape-slide presentation aimed at environ­

mental education and wilderness courtesy. 

The Exploration Station might best be compared to the familiar ski school 

where a complete novice can secure all the equipment and instruction he needs 

to enjoy skiing. Another analogy is the canoe country outfitters of the Boundary 

Waters Canoe Area in northern Minnesota. One of those establishments boasts 

that you can enter the store stark naked and within two hours be paddling away 

from the landing fully equipped for a two-week trip. 

For a backcountry trip, guides would not be required; the idea is to prepare 

visitors to discover wilderness by themselves. However, if a guide is desired, 

one would be available. This is really only an extension of the current park 

"interpretation" program, particularly aspects such as Yosemite's cross-country 

skiing and rock climbing schools. Even more to the point is the wilderness tent 

camp program along Yosemite's High Sierra Loop Trail which is filled to capacity 

every season. Former Secretary of the Interior Walter J. Hickel's directive of 

June 18, 1969, to the Director of the National Park Service singled out this 

undertaking as a model for visitor management. However, the presence of those 
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