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Dear Mr. Chairman:

This report responds to your April 11, 1985, letter asking us to review actions taken
by the National Park Service to address threats to the natural and cultural resources
of the National Park System. Subsequent to your request, we agreed with your office
to also provide an opinion on the extent to which current legislation obligates the
Park Service to intercede in actions taken by others, on lands outside park
boundanes, that would affect park resources.

As arranged with your office, unless you publicly announce its contents earlier, we
plan no further distribution of this report until 15 days from the date of this letter.
At that time, we will send copies to the Director, Office of Management and Budget;
the Secretary of the Interior; the Director, National Park Service; and other
interested parties.

This work was performed under the direction of Michael Gryszkowiec, Associate
Director. Other major contributors are listed in appendix VIII.

Sincerely yours,

J. Dexter Peach
Assistant Comptroller General



Executive Summary

Purpose

Background

Results in Brief

In 1980 the National Park Service reported more than 4,000 threats to
the natural and cultural resources of the national park system, from
both within and outside park borders. The following year, in response to
a congressional request, the Park Service developed a strategy to pre-
vent and mitigate the problems identified in its report. The Chairman,
Subcommittee on National Parks and Recreation, House Committee on
Interior and Insular Affairs, asked GAO to determine, among other
things, what progress the Park Service has made 1n identifying, moni-
toring, and mitigating threats and how its resource management needs
are reflected in the parks’ resource management plans and Park Service
budgets.

Inits 1980 State of the Parks report, the Park Service listed about 4,300
threats to the aesthetic qualities, cultural resources, air and water
quality, plants, and wildlife of the nation’s parks. According to the
report, more than half the threats came from sources outside park
boundaries and only about 25 percent were adequately documented. The
Park Service claimed that it did not have enough staff and funds to ade-
quately identify, monitor, and correct these problems or to give addi-
tional attention to external threats.

Following its report, the Park Service developed a servicewide strategy
to improve its resource management capabilities. The strategy, to which
the Park Service says it is still committed, called for each park to have a
resource management plan for both its natural and cultural resources by
the end of 1981. These plans were to (1) include an inventory of park
resources and a detailed program for monitoring and managing the
resources, (2) specify necessary staff and funding, and (3) assign priori-
ties to projects so that resources provided could be allocated toward the
most serious problems. The plans also were to be updated annually and
used in formulating annual Park Service budgets.

To support the development and use of these plans, the Park Service
announced a series of 11 initiatives to improve resource management
information and staff capabilities.

The Park Service’s strategy for better managing park resources has yet
to be fully implemented. Some parks do not have an approved resource
management plan even though they were required to be completed by
the end of 1981, others have not updated their plans, and the plans that
have been prepared are not being used in formulating the Park Service’s
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Executive Summary

annual budgets. Further, many of the 11 initiatives intended to support
the development and use of the plans were not followed through

The Park Service has not kept track of its progress in documenting and
mitigating the threats it identified in 1980 The 12 parks Gao visited
have corrected some of the resource problems, but most problems
remain and many of those are still not well-understood or documented.
Although the parks have proposed projects to address these problems,
most were not funded.

Principal Findings

Resource Management Plans
and Initiatives

Although all units of the national park system were required to prepare
resource management plans by the end of 1981 and update them annu-
ally, only half met the original deadlines. As of August 1986, 35 units
were still without approved cultural plans and 31 without approved
natural plans. GAoO visited 12 parks in 3 different regions and found that
2 parks had no approved plans and 4 had not updated their plans since
they were first approved in 1982 and 1983, respectively. Further, the
Park Service had just started developing a process that could be used to
analyze park-unit resource management plan data for making regional
and servicewide budget and funds allocation decisions.

The Park Service's 11 initiatives were aimed at improving resource
information, training staff in resource management, and increasing sci-
entific research. The training initiatives were undertaken and are con-
tinuing. Of the remaining initiatives, one was never undertaken and the
others were initiated but not carried through. Standards and guidelines
for resource inventories and monitoring procedures, for example, were
drafted but were not used. Also, plans to expand research programs
were dropped for higher priority projects. On the other hand, although
not part of its original set of initiatives, the Park Service has put into
effect a national air quality monitoring program and established a
national inventory of threats to parks from mining and mineral
activities.

Documenting and Mitigating
Threats

Neither the Park Service nor the individual park units kept track of
their progress in addressing the threats 1dentified in the State of the
Parks report. The Park Service’s budget for resource management
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increased considerably between 1980 and 1984, from $44 million to $93
million. Within the 12 national parks GAO visited, additional funds were
used to resolve some significant problems, such as the removal of plants
and animals harmful to park resources and the repair of deteriorating
historic structures. Nevertheless, officials of these 12 parks judged that
255, or 80 percent, of the total 318 threats reported 1n 1980, were still
unresolved as of December 1985. Of these, 111, or about 43 percent of
those remaining, were still undocumented—that is, the parks did not
know the extent to which these perceived threats were problems, or the
dimensions of those that were known problems.

Although the parks have proposed projects to address known and
potential resource problems, many projects have not been funded. In the
10 parks GAO visited that had approved resource management plans,
nearly 100 projects, intended to deal with deteriorating resources and
threats to health and safety and provide more information about_poten-
tial threats, were proposed to be funded in fiscal year 1986. However,
none were funded. For example, at Death Valley National Monument
funds were not approved to install protective nets over abandoned mine
shafts. At Florissant Fossil Beds National Monument, no funds were pro-
vided to prevent further deterioration of petrified tree stumps. Like-
wise, no funds were provided to study the condition of rare, endangered,
or threatened plant species in Hawaii Volcanoes National Park. Two of
the 10 parks received about 25 percent of the funds and staff they
requested in 1986, one received about 75 percent of its request, and
another had only one of 7 projects funded.

Recommendations

To provide the information needed for the Park Service to develop a
comprehensive, systemwide approach to protect and manage park
resources and provide the basis to make more informed funding deci-
sions, GAO recommends that the Secretary of the Interior direct the
Director, National Park Service, to

enforce the agency’s requirement that resource management plans be
prepared and updated in accordance with established Park Service guid-
ance and criteria at each park and

improve procedures on the use of the information provided in the
resource management plans to (1) identify and prioritize cultural and
natural resource management needs on a regional and servicewide basis
and (2) prepare annual budget requests.
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Agency Comments

To ensure that resource management plans are based on adequate infor-
mation, GAO is also making recommendations relating to the gathering
and monitoring of data on the parks’ natural and cultural resources.
(See chapter 2.)

In its comments on a draft of our report, the Department of the Interior
believes that the report fairly addresses the questions the Subcommittee
on National Parks and Recreation raised about the Park Service actions
since the 1980 State of the Parks report, and 1t agreed with the thrust of
the report’s recommendations. The Department did state, however, that
it believes the report neglected to emphasize in its recommendations
that in taking actions to improve park information bases, the Park Ser-
vice must not only make a one-time effort to collect baseline informa-
tion, but must also establish long-term programs to monitor appropriate
parameters for changes over time. GAO agrees with Interior and has
added a recommendation citing the need for long-term resource moni-
toring programs.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

1980 State of the Parks
Report

The National Park Service Organic Act of 1916 (16 U.S.C. 1) requires the
National Park Service to

“

conserve the scenery and the natural and historic objects and the wildhfe
[within the parks] 1n such manner and by such means as will leave them unim-
paired for the enjoyment of future generations "

The national park system'’s original 35 units were large, rurally isolated
areas that made this a relatively simple management charge. However,
the system has grown significantly since 1916 and now includes urban
parks and other park units' less than an acre in size. In the last 20 years
alone, the national park system has tripled in acreage and almost
doubled in the number of units. Today, the National Park Service is
responsible for managing and protecting the natural and cultural
resources on about 80 million acres in 337 separate units of the national
park system. The Park Service defines natural resources as the scenic,
atmospheric, hydrologic, geologic, paleontologic, floral and faunatcom-
ponents of the indigenous ecological systems. Cultural resources include
historic and prehistoric sites, structures, and objects.

The expansion of the national park system has made the management
charge to protect park resources more difficult and complex to achieve.
Beginning in the 1960’s and continuing to the present, conservation
organizations have been concerned about the deterioration of the nat-
ural and cultural resources the Park Service is charged with protecting.

In July 1979, the Chairman, Subcommittee on National Parks and
Insular Affairs, House Committee on Interior and Insular Affairs,
requested the Park Service to provide an overview of existing and
potential activities, emanating from either outside or inside park bound-
aries, that may be damaging or threatening the natural and cultural
resource integrity of the national park system units. The Park Service
issued a State of the Parks report in May 1980 which summarized and
analyzed information on threats to natural and cultural resources of the
national park system. Threats were defined as those pollutants, visitor
activities, exotic species,? industrial development projects, or other
influences that have the potential to cause significant damage to park
resources.

Includes national monuments, preserves, lakeshores, seashores, histonc sites, memonals, and recrea-
tion areas

2Non-native species that can kall or destroy the habitat of native species.
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The report was based on information obtained through a survey ques-
tionnaire sent to each National Park Service unit. The 260 park units
that responded to the questionnaire identified a total of 4,345 existing
or suspected threats in 75 different threat categories. The average
number of threats reported by a unit was 14, with one unit reporting 64
threats. The reported threats fell into the following categories:

aesthetic degradation from activities such as land development and
timbering;

air pollution caused by acid rain, hydrocarbon pollutants, etc.;
physical removal of resources, for example, minerals extraction and
poaching;

exotic encroachment by animals, plants, noise, etc;

physical impacts caused by visitors, for example, erosion and habitat
destruction;

water quality changes/pollution caused by o1l spills, toxic chemicals,
etc.; and

park operations, for example, utility corridors and misuse of pesticides.

The total number of threats reported in each major threat category is

shown 1n figure 1.1. Also shown are the number of internal threats
versus external threats.
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Figure 1.1: Number of Threats by Major
Threat Category
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According to the report, more than 50 percent of the threats were attrib-
uted to sources or activities located outside of the parks. Further, 75
percent of the reported threats were considered inadequately docu-
mented by research. Based on these findings, the Park Service concluded
that an expanded resource protection and preservation program was
needed. The program would include
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a comprehensive inventory of each park’s important natural and cul-
tural resources and a park-level plan for managing these resources,
accurate baseline data on park resources and comprehensive monitoring
programs to detect and measure changes both in these resources and in
the environment within which they exist,

added attention to those threats that are associated with sources and
activities located outside of the parks, and

improved capability to better quantify and document the impacts of
various threats.
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1981 Servicewide
Strategy to Prevent
and Mitigate Resource
Problems

In its 1980 report, the Park Service stated that it had insufficient staff
and funds to implement such a program. In addition, the Park Service
recognized that changes in priorities and reallocations of resources were
required to meet 1its mandate to protect and preserve park resources.

The 1980 report was the Park Service’s first systematic attempt to iden-
tify threats to park resources on a servicewide basis. While this report
received technical criticism—primarily for failing to attach significance
to the numerous threats reported and the limited discussion of cultural
resources® —it did focus attention on resource management problems
facing the Park Service. This focus brought about a significant increase
in appropnations for resource management, from $44 million in fiscal
year 1980 to $93 mullion in fiscal year 1984—a level generally main-
tained in fiscal years 1985 and 1986. As a percentage of total Park Ser-
vice budget authornty, this represented an increase from 8.3 percent to
10.6 percent.

After receiving the State of the Parks report, the Subcommittee
Chairman, in July 1980, requested the Park Service to develop a preven-
tion and mitigation plan that would address the problems noted in the
report. The Park Service responded in January 1981 with 1ts report to
the Congress entitled State of the Parks: Servicewide Strategy for Pre-
vention and Mitigation of Natural and Cultural Resources Management
Problems.

The January 1981 report presented a two-phase prevention and mitiga-
tion plan. For the short term, the Park Service proposed to develop a set
of natural and cultural resource management needs ranked in order of
servicew1de priority for inclusion in the fiscal year 1983 budget cycle.
Over the longer term, the Park Service planned to (1) require that all
park units have a current, comprehensive Resources Management Plan
(rMP) approved by their regional office by December 1981 and (2) use
these RMPs in formulating its annual budgets beginning with the fiscal
year 1984 budget.

In addition, the Park Service included 10 initiatives, subsequently
expanded to 11, in the January 1981 report. The initiatives were to pro-
vide (1) guidance to the park units on issues that should be incorporated
into the RMPs, (2) additional training in natural resources management,

3The Park Service subrutted a supplemental Threats to Cultural Resources report to the Subcom-
nuttee in Apnl 1982
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