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PREFACE

In May 1998 the National Park Service issued Director’s Order 2: Park Planning under the new
NPS directive system. An attachment to that order contained program standards for park!
planning. DO-2 and the attached program standards revised and updated the guidance on
planning contained in the 1988 NPS Management Policies and in NPS-2: Planning Process
Guideline. The policies described in DO-2 were incorporated directly into the new 2001 NPS
Management Policies. The program standards were intended to be subject to periodic review and
update, as appropriate, under the authority of the associate director for park planning, facilities
and lands.

The following Park Planning Program Standards update the standards that were approved in May
1998. The current update is a refinement rather than a major change to the 1998 direction. It
reflects suggestions made by park managers, program managers, and planning practitioners,
based on several years of experience with the previous standards. The standards convey the
basic requirements for park planning and decision making. Additional recommendations,
examples, and support materials are provided in the Planners’ Sourcebook, which has also been
revised and updated with new material. Together, the program standards and the planners’
sourcebook provide comprehensive guidance for park planning to be used in conjunction with
the 2001 NPS Management Policies. The standards presented here are considered to be fully
consistent elaborations on the current park planning policies; therefore, no revisions or additions to
those policies are proposed.

A notable issue addressed by this update to the Park Planning Program Standards is the need to
incorporate enhanced guidance for natural and cultural resource management into general
management plans. The updated standards address the concerns of resource managers by
providing for area-specific prescriptions for resource management in general management
plans.

Other refinements further strengthen analysis and public participation in park planning. The
description of a foundation for planning and management as a step that can be completed prior to a
general management plan is intended to establish what is most important about the park as a
basis for focused data collection, analysis, and communications with stakeholders in advance of
any planning or major management activity.

The revisions to the program standards are summarized below, along with a brief discussion of
what each revision is intended to achieve.

1 The term park is used in these standards to refer to all units of the national park system, including
national parks, historical parks, monuments, historic sites, recreation areas, seashores, lakeshores,
battlefields, cemeteries, memorials, heritage preservation areas, rivers, and other particular designations
for units of the system.
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Summary of Revisions to Park Planning Program Standards

What'’s Different

Why Change

PLANNING FRAMEWORK

Each park is encouraged to prepare a foundation for
park planning and management that describes its
purpose, significance, primary interpretive themes,
and special mandates; briefly summarizes the
servicewide legal and policy requirements applicable
to all units of the national park system; and identifies
and analyzes those resources and values, including
opportunities for public enjoyment, determined to
warrant primary consideration in park planning and
management. (See also the more detailed discussion of
what is different under the heading, “Foundation for
Planning and Management,” below.)

This foundation may be developed as the first stage of
general management planning or independently of a
general management plan.

This change does not add any new planning
requirement. Rather, it offers parks the flexibility to
develop this information as part of their GMPs, as they
have in the past, or to develop it separately from a
GMP. Most parks already have statements of purpose
and significance developed as part of their general
management planning or strategic planning. Most
parks also have, or are working to develop, the
knowledge of their major resources and values needed
to meet the standards for foundation statements.

Program plans (comprehensive interpretive plans,
resource stewardship plans, asset management plans,
land protection plans, wilderness management plans,
collections management plans, etc.) tier off GMPs and
are preliminary to strategic plans in the planning
framework. Recommendations from program
managers inform the strategic planning process, but
decisions about park priorities are still made on a
parkwide basis through strategic planning.

This change clarifies the appropriate role of program
management plans in the planning framework. It does
not add any new planning requirement. Previously
program plans were described as one kind of
implementation planning.

To provide an opportunity, either concurrently with or
separately from the GMP, for parks to discuss and
document those foundation items that remain constant
for all kinds of subsequent planning, management, and
associated consultations with partners — particularly
valuable if a park does not have a current GMP.

To support a process whereby parks may engage staff,
scholars, experts, and partners in development or
consolidation of information needed to support
subsequent planning and management.

To provide a clearer link between the qualitative desired
conditions prescribed in GMPs and the measurable goals
and implementing actions identified in park strategic
plans and implementation plans. The linkages include

e more specific and detailed scientific, scholarly, and
technical analyses by program managers regarding
discrepancies between existing and desired
conditions

e recommendations by program managers of the
actions needed to move from existing to desired
conditions
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Summary of Revisions to Park Planning Program Standards

What'’s Different

Why Change

Program standards for the various kinds of program
management plans and implementation plans
(developed by the responsible program offices) are
included by reference in the Park Planning Program
Standards.

The Park Planning Program Standards are reformatted
around plans instead of planning elements.

FOUNDATION FOR PLANNING AND
MANAGEMENT

Primary interpretive themes are included in the
foundation for planning and management.

A brief summary of servicewide legal and policy
requirements is included in the foundation for park
planning and management.

As part of their foundation for planning and
management, park staffs identify and analyze
fundamental resources and values (those particular
features, systems, processes, experiences, scenes,
sounds, smells, etc., that are key to achieving the
park’s purpose and maintaining its significance), along
with any otfer important resources and values that are
integral to planning and management. This analysis
includes a description of the optimum condition for each
resource or value, consistent with the NPS Management
Policies. Based on this analysis the foundation
statement then summarizes the policy-level issues (the
potential for some resources or values to be
detrimentally affected by discretionary management
decisions intended to achieve conditions consistent
with the park’s purpose). General management

To make the park planning standards comprehensive
and inclusive of all park planning, while still providing
for the responsible WASO program managers to develop
and maintain their planning guidance.

To help people understand the role each plan plays in
the framework of planning and decision making and
why the various plans have different content and process
requirements.

To elaborate on the primary stories and experiences that
are fundamental to the public understanding of the
park’s purpose and significance, providing the
foundation for comprehensive interpretive planning.

To balance the focus on fundamental and other
important resources and values with the recognition that
all park resources and opportunities for visitor
enjoyment must be managed in compliance with a large
body of legal and policy requirements intended to
adequately protect the nation’s natural and cultural
heritage and opportunities for enjoyment of that
heritage.

To provide the information needed to understand those
things that are most important about the park so that
they are adequately considered during all planning and
management.
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Summary of Revisions to Park Planning Program Standards

What's Different

Why Change

planning is identified as the appropriate forum for
resolving those issues.

Optimum condition is a new term for a concept that in
previous plans may have been called park goals or
parkwide desired future conditions. The intent is to
interpret NPS policy into more specific statements of
optimum conditions for the park’s fundamental and
other important resources and values.

GENERAL MANAGEMENT PLANS

The prerequisites for general management planning
are clearly defined and include (1) adequate data about
the park’s fundamental and other important resources
and values, including areas potentially suitable for
wilderness or wild and scenic river designation, (2)
consultations with federal, tribal, state, and local
government agencies to identify the range of potential
planning issues and to ensure active engagement in

the plan.

This prerequisite information would be critical to any
major decision about the park, even if it was not
required by the planning standards.

GMP project agreements require strategies for partner
and public involvement.

GMPs are structured around discussions of the park’s
fundamental and other important resources and
values, and they more thoroughly document the
analysis of those resources and values. Analysis
includes the current state of knowledge; ecological,
cultural, and social contexts; optimum conditions
based on NPS policy; current conditions, trends and
major influences; and stakeholder interests.

GMPs contain area-specific management prescriptions
that describe the resource conditions and visitor
experience opportunities to be achieved in each
distinctive area of the park, focused on the
fundamental and other important resources and
values occurring in each area, along with the kinds
-and levels of management, access, and development

vi

To ensure that the park staff is ready to engage in the
development of a new GMP that adequately considers
and addresses those things that are most important
about the park, and to minimize surprises that could
greatly increase the level of controversy and the cost of
planning.

To ensure that planning is as well informed as possible,
with no important contacts overlooked.

To ensure that stewardship of the park’s fundamental
resources and values is the basis for all GMP-level
decision making, and to ensure that all stakeholders
understand the direction derived from law and policy
regarding these resources and values prior to decision
making.

To provide better long-term guidance for park managers
and staff, particularly regarding natural and cultural
resource management and opportunities for visitor
enjoyment of resources.

Under previous guidance GMPs stopped at a level of
detail for management prescriptions that would allow
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Summary of Revisions to Park Planning Program Standards

What'’s Different

Why Change

appropriate to maintaining those conditions and
experiences.

Additional guidance is provided in the planners’
sourcebook regarding the required elements of a final
general management plan and a draft and final
environmental impact statement.

General estimates of annual recurring, one-time
capital, and life-cycle costs are presented in all GMPs.
Guidance is provided for ensuring consistency from
plan to plan in the kind of cost estimates included.

A final GMP is prepared after the final EIS has been
reviewed and the record of decision has been signed.

vii

the prescription to be overlaid over a number of resource
types. Therefore, it was not possible to specify a
condition for a particular biological, hydrological,
geological, historic, or prehistoric feature, system, or
process, or a particular resource-related experience
opportunity. Under the new guidance, management
prescriptions are described in greater detail after
deciding how particular areas within the park will be
zoned, allowing more meaningful, and presumably more
useful, descriptions of desired conditions and
opportunities.

To eliminate the confusion caused by trying to apply the
DO-12 guidance, which is written primarily for
implementation plans, to general management plans,
and to provide better guidance for analyzing the impacts
of management prescriptions.

To focus stakeholders on a comparison of the relative
overall costs of implementing different alternatives for
the park, without including individual cost estimates for
particular facilities or programs.

To avoid specific facility cost estimates in GMPs that end
up being improperly used to support budget requests.

To be responsive to NPS and congressional requests to
provide life-cycle costs in GMPs.

To provide a management and communication tool for
the park staff that clearly and succinctly describes the
desired conditions for the park.



OVERVIEW OF PARK PLANNING AND DECISION MAKING

Relationships between Law, Policy, and Planning

The management of the national park system is directed by federal law, NPS policy, and park
planning, in that order.

Park staffs plan for one reason: to ensure that the decisions made for each park achieve the
park’s purpose as cost-effectively and consistently as possible. Each park’s purpose is defined in
part by the fundamental purpose of the National Park Service, which is to conserve park
resources and values and to provide for their enjoyment in ways that leave them unimpaired,
and in part by more specific direction included in each park’s individual authorizing legislation
or presidential proclamation. The fact that each park has a particular mandated purpose
distinguishes the units of the national park system from federal lands managed by the U.S.
Forest Service, Bureau of Land Management, and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, whose
purposes are usually defined in full by the fundamental purposes of the managing agency.

In most cases the range of potential management and use for units of the national park system
is more constrained by law and policy than what might be considered in planning for multiple
use of a national forest or a BLM-managed resource area, where consumptive uses, including
timber harvest and mineral development, are part of the agency mission. However, because
each park has a particular purpose, the NPS Management Policies allow for considerable
management discretion in determining the best course of management for each park, based on
its purpose and significance, the interrelationships that exist among the park’s resources and
values, the range of stakeholder interests, knowledge of best practices, and other factors.

Planning is a decision-making process. It helps managers determine the best way to comply
with law and policy in those instances where management discretion is allowed, and the best
way to deal with the many competing interests in parks that are not directly addressed by law
or policy.

Park managers must constantly make difficult decisions about the best ways to preserve park
resources and values for public enjoyment. They must address competing demands for limited
resources, priorities for limited funds and staff, and differing local and nationwide interests and
views of what is most important about a park.

Are there parts of the battlefield at Gettysburg where rehabilitation would be preferable to preservation? To
what extent should the natural values of the landscape be enhanced?

What are the highest priority actions for restoring natural ecosystem functioning in Everglades National Park?

How can traffic congestion be reduced at Zion National Park? Should visitors be encouraged or required to use
a public transportation system? How can transportation alternatives enhance visitor experience opportunities?

What role should the National Park Service play in partnership with the local community to preserve and
interpret the history of New Bedford Whaling?
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What are the desired resource conditions and associated opportunities for visitor experiences at Saguaro
National Park, where a 50 percent increase in use over the past 10 years is causing resource damage and
significant conflicts among visitors seeking different types of experiences?

Such decisions often involve issues of perceived conflicts

e among resources or values (enhancement of ecological diversity vs. a specific species or
community, enhancement of historic properties dating from one historic period vs.
another, enhancement of ecological functioning vs. preservation of a historic scene)

e between protection of resources or providing opportunities for enjoyment

e between different kinds of visitor experiences (degree of self-reliance vs. amenities,
solitude and privacy vs. social interaction, degree of interpretive programming vs. self-
discovery)

Planning provides methods and tools for resolving these issues in ways that promote mutually
beneficial solutions — solutions that articulate how natural and cultural values interrelate in
healthy ecosystems/ cultural landscapes and how public enjoyment of these places can be part
of a strategy for ensuring that resources are protected unimpaired for future generations.

The National Park Service is subject to a number of legal requirements for planning, all
intended to support the best possible decision making for the agency and the public it serves.
The National Parks and Recreation Act of 1978 (16 USC 1a-7(b)) requires the National Park
Service to conduct comprehensive general planning. The 1969 National Environmental Policy
Act (NEPA, 42 USC 55) and sections 106 and 110 of the National Historic Preservation Act
(NHPA, 16 USC 470) require all federal agencies to base decisions on adequate analysis in
consultation with the public. The 1993 Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA, 31
USC 1101) requires all federal agencies to track progress made toward goals. Together these
processes make the National Park Service more effective, more collaborative, and more
accountable.

Guiding Principles of Park Planning

The National Park Service uses planning to bring a logical framework, analysis based on current
scholarship and science, public involvement, and accountability into decision making,.

Logical Framework

The National Park Service takes a comprehensive approach to decision making about parks that
integrates the management of natural and cultural resources, visitor enjoyment and other uses,
and associated management activities and development over relatively long periods of time
(typically 15 to 20 years). This decision making takes place within a dynamic, continuously
changing environment. Because this working environment is not static —or even highly
predictable — the success of park management depends largely upon the capabilities of park
managers and staffs to continuously process new information and use it creatively, often in
partnership with others, to resolve complex and changing issues.



Overview of Park Planning and Decision Making,

To support managers and staffs in this decision making, a framework of park planning and decision
making has been devised to balance continuity and adaptability in a dynamic decision-making
process. Within this framework, which extends from broad visions shared with the public to
annual work assignments and evaluations, a logical, trackable rationale for decision making is
created by first establishing why a park was created and what conditions should exist there,
then focusing with increasing specificity on how to achieve the various conditions over a period
of time. The desired conditions provide agreed-upon, consistent goals that allow management
teams to adapt their actions to changing situations while staying focused on what is most
important about the park. Management teams continuously assess their progress and adjust
their activities as necessary through a process called adaptive management (addressed in greater
detail under the principle of accountability, below).

In reality, parks do not always have all the components of the described planning framework in
place and must work within funding and staffing constraints in trying to work within this
framework. See the discussions of “Standard Sequence” and “Interim Management without a
Current General Management Plan, “pages 7 and 8.

Analysis

The planning process ensures that decisions are based on current scientific, scholarly, and
technical information about the park’s resources and values and about the potential
environmental impacts of alternative courses of action.

Analysis becomes increasingly more specific through a series of planning processes that start
with the park’s foundation for planning and management and extend through general
management planning, program planning, and implementation planning. At key points of
planning and decision making, interdisciplinary teams identify reasonable alternatives and
analyze and compare their relative benefits, costs, and environmental impacts, which may
extend beyond park boundaries.

Analysis is focused first on the park as a whole, identifying and analyzing the park’s
fundamental and other important resources and values in their parkwide, regional, national,
and if appropriate, global contexts. This level of analysis helps park managers and staffs
understand what is most important about the park and provides the information needed to
manage the park in collaboration with others as an integral part of a larger ecosystem, historic
setting, and integrated system of national, tribal, state, and local parklands. Decisions made
within this larger context are more likely to be broadly supported and successful over time.
Additional analysis of environmental (natural, cultural, and socioeconomic) impacts and costs
becomes progressively more site-specific and detailed as planning and decision making
advance from broad direction to specific activities.

Partner and Public Involvement

As sites with great symbolic value to the American public, national parks are often the focus of
intense public interest. Understanding the many values that federal, tribal, state, and local
governments, existing and potential visitors, park neighbors, people with traditional cultural
ties to park lands, scientists and scholars, concessioners, cooperating associations, and the
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general public place on park resources and experiences is often the key to reaching good
decisions that can be implemented.

Partner and public participation in planning and decision making is intended to ensure that the
National Park Service fully understands and considers the knowledge and interests that all
stakeholders can share about parks as part of their jurisdictional or professional responsibilities,
national heritage, cultural traditions, or community surroundings. Consultations with
stakeholders also provide opportunities for NPS officials to share information about the park’s
purpose and significance and the opportunities and constraints related to park management.

The standards for public involvement in park planning included in this document are
supplemental to policies and standards included in the Director’s Order on Civic Engagement
and Public Involvement (DO-75A), which apply to all aspects of park planning and
management.

Accountability

Park superintendents are accountable for identifying and accomplishing strategic and annual
goals as incremental steps toward fully carrying out the park mission. Planning is a critical and
essential part of the NPS performance management system, which is designed to improve the
agency’s performance and results. This system relies on the process of adaptive management,
through which the results of particular management actions are compared to the desired
conditions, and actions are revised as necessary to achieve the desired results. As part of
adaptive management, planning helps ensure and document that managers are accountable to
the public for their decisions and that those decisions are promoting the effective use of public
funds.

The ultimate outcome of planning for national parks is results — resource conditions and visitor

experiences that help achieve the park’s purpose and maintain its significance in a cost-effective
manner.

Framework of Park Planning

and Decision Making ' FRAMEWORKOF PARK PLANNING AND DECISION MAKING
- & Long Range Foreszeable Future
A logical, trackable rationale for (Apprasimately 15-20 Years) | (Approwmately 5 Years) o

decisions is created through several
levels of planning that become
increasingly detailed and
complementary by agreeing first on
why the park was established and
what resource conditions and visitor
experiences should exist there, and
then by becoming increasingly
focused on how those conditions
should be achieved. This
why/what/how logic helps park
managers and staffs stay focused on







