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Boundaries, Not 
Barriers! 

By William Penn Mott, Jr. 

Park areas have sometimes been likened 
to little fiefdoms protected by well-
defined and enforced perimeters, with im
perious superintendents, who engage in 
aggressive tactics that promote the goals 
of the Service at the expense of others, 
and who continuously battle with those 
outside park areas. Is this an unfair 
representation of park areas? Sure it is. 
Have I overstated the animosity felt 
toward us? I hope so, but I'm making a 
point. There are certainly a lot of folks 
who see us in a completely adversarial 
role, and who, unfortunately, would 
describe us even more negatively than I 
just have. Negative attitudes in some sur
rounding communities have existed for, 
and developed over, a long time. Their 
persistence must mean that we still need 
to work hard to try to change those 
perceptions and attitudes toward us. 
Because we continue to learn and grow, I 
am confident that we can overcome these 
negative sentiments. 

In the early days, interaction between 
park areas and local communities was 
minimal. One of the more obvious 
reasons for this was that there were no 
local communities near some of the older 
park areas. It hardly made sense to place 
a great deal of importance on par
ticipating with surrounding communities, 
which, if they existed at all, were few and 
far between. Today, however, as the 
population of the United States has con
tinued to grow, we are finding more and 
more communities adjacent to park areas 
that once were the most isolated ones. 
Not all of these growing communities are 
a direct result of America's increasing 
population; some are being created and 
expanded to provide services to park 
visitors. Further, in recent years, Con
gress has established more parks in and 
near already populated areas. Why they 
are there is not as important as how we 
intend to acknowledge and interact with 
them. 

National Park Service areas are, in a 
sense, intended to be enclaves, which 
create some major and unavoidable prob
lems. Although designed as enclaves, 
park areas are neither independent nor 
self-sustaining. They interact in many 
ways with their surrounding areas—the 
larger ecosystem, the historic area, or the 
urban environment. Since we are just 
part of a larger picture, a change in our 
own approaches and attitudes is 
necessary. To maintain the integrity of 
the parks, we need to be aware of those 
forces, both political and economic, out
side our boundaries that may affect our 
mission. Today, much that is going on 
outside our boundaries has impact on 
what takes place inside our boundaries. 
Consider the impairment that zoning and 
economic decisions by local communities 
can have simply because we have not 
communicated our concerns to the local 
authorities. There are obvious detrimental 
effects of pollution-causing activities. 
More subtle impacts can be caused by the 
"accepted" uses of pesticides and 
chemicals in surrounding areas. 

The potential for major impacts on 
park areas from those outside park boun
daries are equally apparent to others. 
Members of Congress have entertained 
the notion of legislatively creating buffer 
zones. I don't support the concept, but 
proponents are pushing the idea in order 
to solve real problems. I agree we have a 
problem, but I don't think the answer 
will be found in the creation of buffer 
zones; as we gain more knowledge, it 
becomes clear that the boundaries of the 
buffer zones will be too small to satisfy 
the needs of the ecosystem. Therefore, I 
firmly believe the answer is in our getting 
involved! 

A Dale Carnegie truism comes to 
mind, "You can make more friends in 
two weeks by getting interested in them 
then you can in two years of trying to 
get them interested in you." We need to 
be aware of local interests and be active 
players in the surrounding community. 

We are a part of the larger community, 
and as such, we have a fundamental 
responsibility to be involved. Community 
involvement is also essential if we are to 
accomplish our mission effectively. As a 
participant, we can ensure our side of an 
issue is voiced, and we can learn 
firsthand what community concerns are. 
At every opportunity, we need to be 
prepared to work with neighboring com
munities to deal with problems upfront 
and early on. Problems still may be un
solved, but at least the attempt will have 
been made. By referring to the surround
ing community, I also mean to include 
state and federal agencies and others 
whose decisions will impact our resources 
and visitors. 

By being a part of the community, I 
mean being a participant in that com
munity, not just coming forward when 
there are problems to be addressed. To 
be constructive and credible in times of 
controversy, it is important to have 
developed relationships beforehand. 
There are plenty of ways to be active and 
have a positive role in your community— 
becoming members of organizations, such 
as the Jaycees, Kiwanis, or Rotary Club; 
being involved in garden clubs, the PTA, 
or local chapters of the Boy Scouts or 
Girl Scouts; and taking part in communi
ty projects as well as getting acquainted 
with the media and government officials 
at the county, state, and federal levels. 

We also have opportunities to invite 
neighbors into parks for activities that en
courage positive interaction between park 
staff and local residents. One such oppor
tunity is the Take Pride in America Pro
gram. This program not only promotes 
positive interaction between local citizens 
and employees, but also creates a new 
awareness of system areas and can help 
form the basis for a concerned and sup
portive alliance between the Service and 
surrounding areas. 

By encouraging your active involve
ment in community affairs, I am not sug
gesting you have free rein—there are im-
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