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A hiker, hot and thirsty, pauses to catch
his breath and drink from his canteen. Ashe
looks across the lush subalpine meadow
bordering the trail, his eye catches the faint
traces of a path cutting through the meadow
to the next switchback. Throwing the can-
teen back in his pack, he starts out across the
meadow. “After all,” he muses, “I’'m not
leaving any tracks.”

To the typical day hiker, the impact of a
few minutes of off-trail hiking in a national
park appears negligible, even in a highly
sensitive area. Yetitis minorrule violations
such as these which, according to a system-
wide survey conducted by the University of
Washington CPSU, cause over B0 million
dollars of reparable damage to national park
resources every year'?. Minor rule viola-
tions are also reported destroying
nonreparable resources at about two-thirds
of the reporting units, and annual clean-up
costs are estimated to be approximately 18
million dollars. In all, noncompliant visitor
behavior (see Glossary of Terms) emerges
as a costly, system-wide problem which
resource managers cannot afford to ignore.

The fact that the growth rate of national
park use in the United States has exceeded
the national population growth rate over the
pasttwodecades makes the magnitude ofthe
problemeven clearer. Ashostto273 million
recreational visitors in 1993, the National
Park Service (NPS) encourages visitors to
enjoy park resources. However, high visita-
tion rates pose a challenge for resource
managers, who must balance visitor enjoy-
ment with the agency mandate of preserving
park resources. In addition to documenting
the magnitude and type of resource impacts
due to noncompliance and specifying which
of20explicitly defined types of noncompliant
behaviorare responsible for thedamage, this
survey also explored current managerial
practices for preventing such damage in
national parks, including managers’ per-
ceptions of the effectiveness and appropri-
ateness of specific noncompliance deter-
rence techniques (see Glossary of Terms).

In describing damage to natural and cul-
tural resources caused by noncompliant be-
havior, respondents answered in terms of 16
types of sites (10 frontcountry and 6
backcountry sites’) and gave both cost esti-
miates for repairs and annual costs for recur-
ring problems such as litter. Eighty-nine
percent of the units reported reparable dam-
age at frontcountry sites, with developed
visitor sites most frequently reported as dam-
aged, followed by frontcountry historic sites
and picnic areas. Repair cost estimates
concerning damage to historic sites totaled
32.3 milliondollars; forall frontcountry sites
reported, the repair cost estimate reached
66.3 million dollars. Of the units having
backcountry, 87% reported reparable dam-
age at some type of site, with damage to
hiking and stock trails totaling about 4.6
milliondollars andrepairs forall backcountry
sitesreaching 13.7 million dollars forestimat-
ed repair costs and recurring annual costs of
clean-up in frontcountry and backcountry
sites). Overall, historical sites were most
often reported as the most damaged type of
site, followed by developed visitor sites*,
archaeological/paleontological sites, acces-
sible natural attractions, and campgrounds
and picnic areas.

The high figures for repair and annual
clean-up costs are sobering. However, due to
the NPS mandate of resource preservation,
the extent to which noncompliant visitor
behavior impacts nonreparable or nonre-
newable resources is an even more serious
matter for park managers. Of all reporting
units, 72% reported damage to nonreparable
resources. Nonreparable damage was re-
ported at frontcountry sites in 68% of report-
ing units and 71% of units with backcountry
reported nonreparable damage in those ar-
eas. Archeological, paleontological, and
historical sites are most often reported as
having nonreparable damage. Managers’
comments from the survey offer illustrative
examples of the consequences of such dam-
age:

If falcons do not successfully nest—this is
irreparable for the year, and they may not
return the following year—a potentially non-
renewable resource.

Totemn poles are nonrenewable resources
in the sense that they are cultural objects and
are unique. Whilenew or reproduction poles
can be carved, these are not the same,

Cryptobiotic crust and plants are renew-
able, but so slow-growing that if destroyed or
continually disturbed they may not retum—
or it may take decades.

Constant touching and nibbing of historic
cannon wears away the carved/cast features,
particularly when multiplied by 600,000 -
800,000 persons a year. Unlike, say, Civil
War cannons, these 200+-year-old Spanish
cannons are extremnely rare.

Respondents were also asked to identify
the noncompliant visitor behaviors they con-
sidered the most destructive at each type of
site for which any degree of damage was
reported. For all sites, littering is the highest-
ranked damaging behavior, followed by dam-
aging the built environment, damaging or
defacing cultural or historical objects, col-
lecting paleontological or cultural objects as
souvenirs, and off-trail hiking. For
backcountry sites, the highest-ranked dam-
aging behavior is collecting paleontological
or cultural objects, followed closely by litter-
ing and off-trail hiking.

Regarding visitor management strategies,
the responding units reported the use of a
variety of methods for controlling
noncompliant behavior, ranging from bro-
chures and informal personal contact to bar-
riers and direct enforcement. However, al-
though almost all units try to prevent non-
compliance, managers estimated that these
efforts deter only about 60% of such behavior
in the frontcountry and 52% in the
backcountry. Clearly, a substantial amount
of damage caused by noncompliant visitor
behavior—ito both reparableand nonreparable
resources—is undeterred by current control
methods. If unchecked, this damage will
reach crisis proportions in some units during
the next century.

Compounding this problem is the appar-
entwidespread disagreementamong resource
managers concerning philosophically accept-
able and practically effective means of deter-
rence. Survey results showed a striking
disparity among respondents when they were

' The survey employed an extensive questionnaire addressed to all NP'S adminisirative units. The superintendent of each NPS field unit was contacted by phone and asked o recommend
a staff person from the unit most qualified to complete the questionnalrs. The questionnaire was sant directly o this parson, except in cases whers the superntsendent asked to sxamine
the questionnaire first, and then passed it on to the staff person. The questionnaires were mailed in March 1992 and gamered a response rats of 82%. Tha ressarch was supported by
the Office of the Associate Director of Natural Resowrce Management of the National Park Service with the Natural Rasourca Preservalion Program (NAPP) Special Indiative funding.

* This survey has several limitaions that should be keptin mind. Although we asked that the mast knowledgeable person in the park complete the questionnaire, the extent to which responderiis

had accurate and complete knowledge of damage and the cost o repair or maintain resourcas is unknown. The costs reportsd

here for repair and maintenance of NPS resources being

damaged by noncompliance were astimated by assuming that the rates of damage In nonresponding units occur at the samalevel as in responding units. Finally, the atiitudes of respondents
toward the effectiveness and appropriateness of various deterrent strategies represent the population of pecple chosen by the unit's superintendent to complete the questionnaire. The
exient tp which these attitudas are congruent with other pecple in park management positions Is unknown.

! Fronicountry: Areas not designated backeountry and wildemess, and araas of backcountry and wilderness easity accessibie 1o day-hikers.
Backcountry: Areas designated as backcountry or wilderness that are not saslly accassible to day-hikers.






