
NATIONAL PARK SERVICE PLANNING 
by 

David G. Wright 
for 

28th Annual Conference 
Western Social Science Association 

Reno, Nevada 
April 24. 1986 

MISSION AND HISTORIC PERSPECTIVE 

In order to best describe "where we are" at present, it is 
desirable to first recount our origins, the assigned mission 
of the agency, and the evolution of National Park System 
planning. 

The National Park concept first manifested itself in the creation 
of Yellowstone National Park by the Act of March 1, 1872. Other 
parks were then similarly created by Congress on a case-by-case 
basis, until it became clear that an agency should be established 
to manage them as a cohesive system representing the best of our 
heritage. Much time and effort went into the crafting of an 
"organic act" for a National Park Service (NPS). When, at last, 
6uch an Act became law on August 25, 1916, the "governing 
sentence" clearly defined our mission; and it stands today as 
the foundation of all our planning efforts: 

"The service thus established shall promote and regulate the 
use of the Federal areas known as national parks, monuments, 
and reservations hereinafter specified by such means and 
measures as conform to the fundamental purpose of the said 
parks, monuments, and reservations, which purpose is to 
conserve the scenery and the natural and historic objects 
and the wild life therein and to provide for the enjoyment 
of the same in such manner and by such means as will leave 
them unimpaired for the enjoyment of future generations." 
(U.S.C., title 16, sec. 1.) 

The underlined portion of the governing sentence says it all--we 
are to conserve the resources of the parks, and to provide for 
public enjoyment of them. These two mandates of Congress are 
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partially in conflict; and to this day a primary objective of 
both NPS planners and managers is determining the appropriate 
b a l a n c e b e t w e e n tbem. How much p r e s e r v a t i o n . . . h o w much 
development? 

Congress further guides our planning through the individual 
enabling acts for National Park System units; and by a number of 
other laws. The "umbrella" under which we plan is then completed 
by Executive Branch mandates (for example, the Executive Orders 
on we11 and/f1oodplain preservation) and the policies of the 
Interior Department and NPS. 

The Service's first set of policy objectives was drafted in 1918, 
and issued as a letter from Interior Secretary Lane to Park 
Service Director Mather. The Lane letter, dated May 13, 1918, 
was a landmark for those early years, and became our basic creed. 
"For the information of the public, an outline of the administra­
tive policy to which the new Service will adhere may now be 
announced," the letter stated. It added that, "This policy is 
based on three broad management principles: First, that the 
national parks must be maintained in absolutely unimpaired form 
for the use of future generations as well as those of our time; 
s e c o n d , that they are set aside for the use, observation, 
health, and pleasure of the people; and third, that the national 
interest must dictate all decisions affecting public or private 
enterprise in the parks." 

These three principles were followed by twenty-three specific 
points. Our current Management Policies Notebook is now a half-
inch thick; and the specific policies do change and evolve. But 
the basic underlying principles are the same. 

Within this context, then, the history or course of planning 
within the Service can be described as evolving from simple 
development plans to a planning system that encompasses all 
aspects of our mission and the resources we administer. 

In the early days, NPS planning reflected the "Frontier America" 
in which we existed. Roads, utilities, and accommodations were 
primitive. The Service wanted--and needed--to develop infra­
structure to allow visitation. We also needed the visitation in 
order to build a public constituency supporting the National 
Park System. So we basically planned for development, although 
there was proper consideration of resource impacts. 

By the 1930's we were using the term "Master Plan," a label that 
endured up until the mid-70 18. Master Plans were what the name 
implies--an overall plan for how the land within the park was 
to be used. They included sub-plans for development areas. The 
only other common plan document was a "construction plan," which 
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was prepared for each development project (road, building, camp­
ground, etc.) carried out under the umbrella of the Master Plan. 

Many generations of planning manuals were released. One phase 
is particularly noteworthy — the planning for Mission 66, a great 
decade-long effort to complete the development of park units by 
1966. The Mission 66 "plans" were essentially complete line 
drawings of the proposed development, with other plan components 
included as text notations on the margins of the drawings. 

But change was occurring. In 1966, we instituted a multidisci-
plinary team approach to planning; and the purpose of the master 
plan shifted from development as a primary function to park 
administration and visitor use as well. In 1969, Secretary 
Hickel initiated consideration of transportation alternatives 
for park access, and resource-based planning was given greater 
emphasis. In 1970 we commenced a more uniform practice of 
reviewing master plans at public meetings. And, of course, the 
National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) was signed that year, 
subjecting our plans to the rigors of environmental analysis 
under NEPA. 

In 1975 the Service adopted the term. General Management Plan, 
to more clearly reflect the functional evolution from development 
to broader resource-based planning and management. The world 
had gotten smaller, and our planning approach was changing. 

PRESENT STRUCTURE OF NPS PLANNING 

The General Management Plan is now the basic comprehensive park 
plan prepared by the NPS. Congress has instructed us as follows, 
in the National Parks and Recreation Act of November 10. 1978: 

"General management plans for the preservation and use of 
each unit of the National Park System, including areas with­
in the national capital area, shall he prepared and revised 
in a timely manner by the Director of the National Park 
Service. On January 1 of each year, the Secretary shall 
submit to the Congress a list indicating the current status 
of completion or revision of General Management Plans for 
each unit of the National Park System. General Management 
Plans for each unit shall include, but not be limited to: 

(1) measures for the preservation of the area's 
resources; 

(2) indications of types and general intensities of 
development (including visitor circulation and transpor­
tation patterns, systems and modes) associated with public 
enjoyment and use of the area, including general locations, 
timing of implementation and anticipated costs; 


