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“There is an eloquence to their forms which stirs the imagination with a singular power and kindles in the
mind. Nothing can exceed the wondrous beauty of Zion . . . in the nobility and beauty of the sculptures there
is no comparison.”

Clarence Dutton 1880
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ZION NATIONAL PARK
Washington, Iron, and Kane Counties, Utah

This Final General Management Plan / Environmental Impact Statement describes and analyzes
a preferred alternative and three alternatives for managing and using Zion National Park. The plan is
intended to provide a foundation to help park managers guide park programs and set priorities. The
alternative that is finally chosen as the plan will guide the management of Zion National Park over the
next 20 years.

The “no-action,” or status quo, alternative provides a baseline for comparing the other three
alternatives. Under this alternative, park managers would undertake no new construction projects or
make any major changes in managing visitor use, except to implement the transportation system in the
main canyon.

Three action alternatives would create zones within the park to protect resources and provide
opportunities for a range of visitor experiences. All three action alternatives limit park visitation in
some backcountry areas, although many of these areas are inaccessible anyway due to their steep
topography. In addition, all of the action alternatives call for making adjustments to the park boundary.
The preferred alternative would emphasize proactive management to address impacts caused by
increased visitor use. Under this alternative, a range of quality visitor experiences would continue to
be provided but visitor numbers may be limited or reduced in parts of the recommended wilderness. A
few new visitor facilities would be built in frontcountry areas. Alternative A would provide greater
opportunities for increased use of Zion. Access would be improved inside the park by upgrading or
building trails and designating new routes. Additional picnic areas, interpretive facilities, and
backcountry campsites also would be provided. Alternative B emphasizes the additional protection of
park resources while still providing opportunities for a range of visitor experiences. Under alternative
B, the number and frequency of shuttles going from Zion Canyon Lodge to the Temple of Sinawava
would be reduced, and the lodge would be converted to a research/environmental education center.

A wild and scenic river suitability/eligibility study is included in this document for all of the
drainages in the park and several drainages on adjacent lands managed by the Bureau of Land
Management (BLM). The three action alternatives recommend the inclusion of five drainages and
their tributaries in the park and six river segments on BLM lands in the national wild and scenic rivers
system. The joint wild and scenic river study conducted on public lands contiguous to the park
constitutes an amendment to the BLM’s 1999 St. George Resource Management Plan.

This document also discusses the potential consequences of each alternative’s actions on natural
resources, visitor use and experiences, and the socioeconomic environment. In general, the three action
alternatives would better protect the park’s natural resources than the no-action alternative. Alternative
A would provide for greater visitor use than today, but also would have the most negative impacts on
natural resources. Alternative B would provide the greatest protection of natural resources, but would
have the most negative impacts on visitor use. The preferred alternative would best protect the park’s
natural resources while also maintaining a range of high-quality visitor experiences.

For questions about this document, contact the park planning coordinator, Darla Sidles, Zion
National Park, Springdale, UT 84767-1099, or call 435-772-0211.

United States Department of the Interior » National Park Service



HOW THIS DOCUMENT IS ORGANIZED

This document has five main parts. The
“Introduction” explains why the plan is

necessary and what the plan will accomplish.

It provides background information about
Zion National Park and describes the park’s
purposes, significance, and mission goals.
The Introduction also identifies the major
issues and concerns of focus of this plan and
describes National Park Service (NPS)
policies and standard park practices that
have guided, and continue to guide, the
management of Zion National Park.

The “Alternatives, Including the Preferred
Alternative” part presents alternatives for
managing Zion National Park. The no-action
alternative describes the present approach to
managing Zion without the implementation
of a new management plan. The preferred
alternative describes the National Park
Service’s preferred approach for managing
the park. Alternatives A and B present other
options for managing Zion.

The third major part is the “Affected
Environment.” This part describes selected
natural resources of the park and visitor
experiences and uses. This part also
describes the socioeconomic conditions in
the region surrounding Zion. Information in
the “Affected Environment” part provides
the context for analyzing the impacts of the
management alternatives.

The next part, “Environmental Conse-
quences,” describes the effects each
alternative would have on key park

resources, visitor experiences and uses, and
the socioeconomic environment in the
region.

The last part, “Consultation and Coordi-
nation,” describes the process the planning
team used to involve the public and consult
with other agencies during the development
of this plan. This part also includes a
summary of the major changes that were
made in the draft document, clarifications of
commonly raised public concerns, and
copies of the letters and responses to the
comments.

The appendixes include a summary of the
key legal mandates that affect management
and planning for the park, a description of
the relationship of the General Management
Plan to other planning efforts, detailed
definitions of the management zones, a
summary of how this plan was developed, a
detailed description of how the drainages in
the park and adjacent BLM lands were
evaluated for inclusion in the national wild
and scenic rivers system, and a summary of
the proposed new research natural areas. An
appendix also contains procedures to be
followed by parties who wish to protest the
Bureau of Land Management’s proposed
decision and plan amendment regarding wild
and scenic river eligibility and suitability on
public land river segments addressed in this
plan.



SUMMARY

The purpose of this conceptual plan is to
describe the general path the National Park
Service intends to follow in managing Zion
National Park over the next 20 years. The
approved plan will provide a framework for
proactive decision making on such issues as
visitor use, natural and cultural resource
management, and park development, which
will allow park managers to effectively ad-
dress future problems and opportunities. In
most cases, new development outside the
park would take place to meet visitor needs.

ALTERNATIVES

The planning team developed four alterna-
tives for managing visitor uses and resources
in Zion National Park. Each alternative
presents a different management approach
for directing visitor use and resolving con-
flicts. The alternatives were based on the
park’s purposes and significance, the Na-
tional Park Service mission, other legal
mandates and policies, park issues, public
views, and information on visitor use
patterns and park resources.

The no-action alternative provides a base-
line for evaluating the changes and impacts
of the three action alternatives. Under this
alternative, park managers would continue to
manage Zion as it has in the past, relying on
the 1977 master plan and related existing
plans. No new construction or major changes
would take place, except for already ap-
proved developments. All of the park’s
existing facilities would continue to be
operated and maintained as they have in the
past. Park managers would continue to limit
visitor day use in the Left Fork of North
Creek and the Narrows, and overnight use in
the Narrows, along the West Rim, and La
Verkin Creek/Hop Valley.

Vil

The three existing research natural areas
would be managed as they have been in the
past. Parunuweap Canyon would continue to
be a proposed research natural area and be
closed to all recreational use. The riverbank
armor and levees along the North Fork of the
Virgin River in the main Zion Canyon would
be maintained. Most of the park (90%) is
recommended for wilderness designation
and would continue to be managed under the
provisions of the Wilderness Act.

The preferred alternative is the plan the
National Park Service is proposing to
implement for Zion National Park over the
next 20 years. Under this alternative, park
managers would make several changes to
proactively address impacts resulting from
increased levels of visitor use. The park
would be zoned to ensure that resources
were protected and opportunities were
provided for a range of quality visitor
experiences. As in all of the alternatives,
most of the park (90%) would continue to be
recommended for wilderness designation
and would be managed according to the
provisions of the Wilderness Act. In the
frontcountry no new major visitor facilities
would be provided; however, small visitor
facilities, such as picnic sites and restrooms,
could be built in several areas, including the
Kolob Canyons and the east entrance. Vol-
untary visitor shuttles may run along the
Zion-Mt. Carmel Highway to the east en-
trance. The Zion Canyon Lodge would con-
tinue to operate as it has in the past. Part of
the North Fork of the Virgin River in the
main Zion Canyon would be restored to a
more natural condition.

In the backcountry several management
actions would be taken. Three existing
research natural areas (21% of the park)
would be deauthorized, while new research
natural areas covering 6% of the park would
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be designated. Interim group size limits and
new interim group encounter rates would be
instituted pending the completion of the
wilderness management plan. Park managers
may need to limit or reduce visitor numbers
on 12 trails and routes in the recommended
wilderness, including part of the Narrows,
Middle Fork of Taylor Creek, and La Verkin
Creek. Only authorized research and NPS-
guided educational groups would be allowed
in 9,031 acres in remote backcountry areas
(including Parunuweap Canyon) due to their
designation as research natural areas.

Alternative A would provide opportunities
for more widespread and increased use of
Zion, while still protecting resources and
providing opportunities for a range of visitor
experiences. Like the preferred alternative,
park managers would apply management
zones throughout the front and backcountry
to proactively manage visitor use. The up-
grading or building of trails and the desig-
nation of new routes would improve access
inside the park. Additional visitor facilities,
including picnic areas, information facilities,
and backcountry campsites, would be pro-
vided at Lava Point, the Kolob Canyons
area, the east entrance area, and along the
Kolob-Terrace Road and Zion-Mt. Carmel
Highway. The Zion Canyon Lodge would
continue to operate as it has as in the past.
As in the preferred alternative, under alterna-
tive A part of the North Fork of the Virgin
River in the main Zion Canyon would be
restored to a more natural condition.

As in all of the alternatives, most of the park
(90%) would continue to be recommended
for wilderness designation and would con-
tinue to be managed according to the pro-
visions of the Wilderness Act. New research
natural areas, covering about 4% of the park,
would be designated, while the three existing
research natural areas would be deauthor-
ized. Interim group size limits and new inter-
im encounter rates would be instituted in the
backcountry. Park managers may need to

viii

limit or reduce visitor numbers in four areas
in the recommended wilderness — part of
the Narrows, Mystery Canyon, Orderville
Canyon, and the La Verkin Creek trail. Only
authorized research and NPS-guided
educational groups would be allowed on
6.145 acres in remote backcountry areas due
to their designation as research natural areas.
However, under this alternative Parunuweap
Canyon would be open to limited NPS or
NPS-sanctioned guided interpretive trips
along the river.

Alternative B focuses on providing in-
creased protection for park resources while
still providing opportunities for a range of
visitor experiences. Like the preferred
alternative, management zones would be
applied throughout the front and backcountry
to proactively manage visitor use. In the
frontcountry a full-service visitor facility
would be built near the east entrance, and a
mandatory shuttle system would be imple-
mented along the Zion-Mt. Carmel Highway.
Alternative B would keep other new devel-
opment in the park to a minimum. In several
areas trailheads would be removed and trail-
head parking would be reduced. The Zion
Canyon Lodge would be converted into a
research/environmental education facility.
Like the preferred alternative, part of the
North Fork of the Virgin River in the main
Zion Canyon would be restored to a more
natural condition. In addition under this
alternative the number and frequency of
shuttles going from the Zion Canyon Lodge
to the Temple of Sinawava would be reduced
to decrease resource impacts and improve
the quality of the visitor experience along the
Zion Canyon scenic drive and in the
Narrows.

As in all of the alternatives, most of the park
(about 90%) would continue to be recom-
mended for wilderness designation and
would be managed according to the pro-
visions of the Wilderness Act. Under alter-
native B about 14% of the park (including



Parunuweap Canyon) would be designated
as research natural areas, while the three
existing research natural areas would be
deauthorized. Interim limits on group size
and new interim limits on encounter rates
would be instituted in the backcountry. Park
managers may need to limit or reduce visitor
numbers on 17 trails and routes in the
recommended wilderness, including Hop
Valley, Taylor Creek, Orderville Canyon,
Observation Point, and upper Emerald Pool.
Only authorized research and NPS-guided
educational groups would be allowed on
20,348 acres in remote backcountry areas
due to their designation as research natural
areas.

Boundary Adjustments and Easements

All three action alternatives call for adjusting
the park boundary. The National Park Ser-
vice would propose five Bureau of Land
Management (BLM) areas, totaling approxi-
mately 950 acres, for transfer to the park.
Nine access easements, totaling about 15
miles, and three conservation easements,
totaling 2,220 acres, would be proposed on
private lands outside the park. Congressional
authorization would be required for all these
actions.

Wild and Scenic River Proposals

All three action alternatives propose that five
drainages and their tributaries in the park,
and six tributaries on BLM lands adjacent to
the park, be included in the national wild and
scenic rivers system. The five drainages in
the park are: the North Fork of the Virgin
River above and below the Temple of
Sinawava, the East Fork of the Virgin River,
North Creek, La Verkin Creek, and Taylor
Creek. The drainages partly on BLM lands
are: Kolob Creek, Goose Creek, Shunes
Creek, Willis Creek, Beartrap Canyon, and
the Middle Fork of Taylor Creek. Congres-
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sional authorization would be required for
inclusion of these drainages in the national
wild and scenic rivers system.

ENVIRONMENTAL CONSEQUENCES

The planning team evaluated the potential
consequences the actions of the alternatives
would have on natural resources, visitor use
and experiences, and the socioeconomic
environment. It was determined that none of
the alternatives would appreciably affect
cultural resources.

Under the no-action alternative, most of the
impacts on natural resources would likely be
due to the increased use of the park. Mod-
erate to major, long-term impairment of
floodplain functions and processes would
continue. The severity of impacts on micro-
biotic soils would increase, with a moderate
to major loss of soils in the most extensively
developed and used areas. With existing riv-
er channelization measures and high levels
of visitor use, Virgin spinedace habitat and
the riparian community would also continue
to degrade, accompanied by minor to major,
long-term, negative effects. There would be
a minor to moderate, long-term increase in
human exposure to flood hazards along the
North Fork of the Virgin River. Even with
mitigation measures, minor damage or loss
of hanging garden vegetation would likely
continue.

The application of use restrictions in specific
areas or times of year would prevent adverse
impacts on the Mexican spotted owl popula-
tion. Increased use of the park would likely
lead to minor to moderate, negative impacts
on desert bighorn sheep foraging areas and
air and water quality in localized areas.
There would be a moderate reduction in
natural soundscapes from increased
visitation and vehicle use in some areas.
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Visitors would continue to have unrestricted
access to many park resources and the
opportunity to choose when they would like
to visit these resources. However, the quality
and range of visitor experiences within the
park would continue to decrease gradually,
especially in popular areas in both the front-
country and backcountry. Crowding and
traffic congestion would increase in front-
country areas (excluding the main Zion
Canyon), and opportunities for solitude and
quiet would diminish in the backcountry.
Overall, these activities would result in a
long-term, minor to moderate, negative
impact on the visitor experience.

The no-action alternative would have a
positive, negligible effect on the local/
regional economy.

The preferred alternative would have both
positive and negative effects on the park’s
natural resources. Minor to moderate, local-
ized, adverse impacts on air quality would
occur from increased traffic on the park’s
main roads, although if the use of vehicles
were limited on the Kolob Canyons Road, a
localized improvement of air quality would
result. Minor to moderate, localized, short-
term, adverse impacts on water quality
would occur from increased use, construc-
tion, and river restoration activities. Restor-
ing sections of the North Fork floodplain
would have a major, beneficial effect on
floodplain functions and values in that reach,
and it would enhance spinedace habitat. It
also would have a minor to moderate, long-
term, beneficial impact on riparian commun-
ities. However, there would be a minor,
long-term increase in the number of people
exposed to flood hazards. Moderate to major
impacts on microbiotic soils would occur in
localized areas, which would result in a ma-
jor loss of soils in existing areas of extensive
development and use, as well as in newly
developed frontcountry areas.

The zoning and use restrictions of the
preferred alternative would also avoid
adverse impacts on the Mexican spotted owl
population. The potential for minor damage
or loss of vegetation in accessible hanging
gardens would still exist, however. Distur-
bance from visitors in sheep foraging areas
and from scientists in lambing areas would
be negligible to minor; limiting use in Gif-
ford Canyon would have a minor benefit.
With mitigation and visitor management
actions, this alternative would not likely
adversely affect the southwestern willow
flycatcher, which may result in long-term
beneficial effects. Under this alternative,
there would be a moderate reduction in
natural soundscapes due to increased noise
in areas with greater levels of visitation and
vehicle use. If vehicle use was reduced on
the Kolob Canyons Road this would lead to
a minor reduction in noise levels. Instituting
a voluntary shuttle system on the east side of
the park also would lower noise levels.

Under the preferred alternative, the existing
range of visitor experiences would be main-
tained. Zoning most of the park as pristine
would help ensure that opportunities for
experiencing solitude and natural sound-
scapes were available in most of the park.
Providing a few new visitor facilities, such
as picnic areas and restrooms, would have a
minor, positive effect on some visitors’
experiences. New interim encounter rates
would likely have a negligible effect on most
visitors in the recommended wilderness area.
Use levels on 12 trails and routes may be
limited or reduced, and some visitors may
feel that their choices and access were being
curtailed in the recommended wilderness
area. A few saddle stock users also may be
adversely affected by the application of the
zones in the recommended wilderness. Over-
all, there would be a minor, positive effect
on most visitor experiences in Zion’s front
and backcountry.



The preferred alternative would likely result
in a positive, negligible change in the local/
regional economy. Some individuals and
firms may realize moderate to major,
positive economic benefits.

Alternative A would result in many of the
same positive and negative impacts on
natural resources as those described under
the preferred alternative. However, alter-
native A has a higher potential to impact the
resources in certain areas than do the other
alternatives. In particular, there would be a
greater potential for impacts caused by in-
creased visitor use within a large portion of
the desert bighorn sheep range in canyons
along the Zion-Mt Carmel Highway. The
amount of new development proposed under
alternative A also would cause the greatest
loss of microbiotic soils associated with
developed areas and areas with high visitor
use (although from a parkwide perspective
the impact would be minor).

Under alternative A, impacts on the visitor
experience would be similar to those of the
preferred alternative, except that driving and
biking opportunities in the frontcountry and
hiking opportunities in the backcountry
could be expanded under alternative A com-
pared to existing opportunities. Opportuni-
ties for experiencing solitude and natural
soundscapes would still be preserved, and
visitors would have additional opportunities
to enjoy the park’s recommended wilder-
ness, including Parunuweap. However, use
levels may be limited or reduced in four
areas. Overall, alternative A would likely
have a moderate, positive impact on most
visitor experiences in Zion’s frontcountry,
and moderate, positive and negative effects
on visitor experiences in the backcountry.

The actions in alternative A would likely
result in a negligible to minor, positive
change in the local/regional economy. Some
individuals and firms may realize moderate
to major, positive economic benefits.
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Under alternative B, restoring sections of
the North Fork would have the same mod-
erate to major, long-term, beneficial impacts
as the other action alternatives. However,
this alternative would likely result in many
other beneficial effects on the park’s natural
resources. Decreased visitor use, particularly
in portions of Zion Canyon, would generally
have minor to moderate, long-term, benefi-
cial effects on a number of natural resources,
including spinedace habitat, hanging gar-
dens, air and water quality, microbiotic
crusts, riparian communities, and desert
bighorn sheep foraging areas. Additionally,
this alternative would not be likely to ad-
versely affect Mexican spotted owl and
southwestern willow flycatcher populations.
The removal of spring diversion structures
within Zion Canyon and the subsequent
restoration of the streams and riparian zones
associated with the springs would have a
minor, long-term, beneficial effect. De-
creased use in portions of Zion Canyon
would also result in a minor to moderate
decrease in the number of people exposed to
flood hazards.

Under alternative B, opportunities for exper-
iencing solitude and natural soundscapes
would be preserved in most of the park, and
visitors seeking these experiences would be
positively affected. Converting the Zion
Canyon Lodge to an education/research
center would positively affect the experi-
ences of some visitors and school groups.
However, fewer visitors would have the
opportunity to stay overnight in the park and
to ride horses. Use levels may be limited or
reduced on 17 routes and trails, including
several popular trails. Thus, fewer visitors
would be able to go into the wilderness area
with most of the park being zoned as pristine
or research natural areas, although those
people who do go in the wilderness area
would have a high-quality experience. The
mandatory Zion-Mt. Carmel shuttle would
reduce personal choices in this part of the
park. Overall, alternative B would have a
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moderate to major, negative impact on many
visitor experiences in the frontcountry, and
moderate, positive and negative impacts on
visitors in the backcountry.

The concession business and their employees
also would experience moderate to major,

Xii

negative impacts, although other businesses
and individuals would benefit from the ac-
tions in the alternative. Overall, the actions
in alternative B would result in a negligible
to minor, negative change in the
local/regional economy.
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