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HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF RESOURCES MANAGEMENT PLANNING 
IN THE NATIONAL PARK SYSTEM 

INTRODUCTION 

This account of resources management planning in the National Park System (NPS) is general 

in scope and content. Definitive, detailed accounts are left to the scholarly historians and 

serious laymen. Its purpose is to reveal , through the historical record, that effective r e ­

source management planning requires the following conditions: 

1. Research- resources management p rograms are interdependent, and they must 

function in this relationship as supported by their historic origin. 

2. Resea rch- resources management operations function most effectively in meeting 

the Service mission when they share a common organizational identity and have 

the full support of management. 

3. Resea rch- resources management p rograms have a direct supportive role to the 

park planning and development p rogram; when this relationship does not function, 

park values may be impaired. 

4. Resources management planning is an interdisciplinary team effort that uses the 

natural ecosystems of the park as the base for evaluating all park operations, 

planning, and developments to assure their maintenance in accordance to the 

enabling legislation. 

5. Resea rch- resources management personnel must have, and maintain, high p r o ­

fessional qualifications in the environmental sc iences . 

The references to r e s e a r c h include all disciplines of the biological, physical, and social 

sciences that support the resources management program of the NPS. The lat ter covers 

the full spectrum of park operat ions, which includes protection, maintenance, preservat ion, 

res torat ion, and interpreting the r e sou rce s . 

PARK RESOURCES MANAGEMENT PRIOR TO 1916 

P r i o r to passage of the National Park Service Act, there was practically no resources 

management operations consistent with preserving the ecological integrity of pa rks . Re-
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search, as an organization unit, was unknown. Three major factors contributed to this 

condition: (1) The lack of a central agency to administer the parks ; (2) conflicts among 

conservationists on preservat ion or "pract ica l utilization" of the natural and cultural r e ­

sources ; (3) lack of an understanding and appreciation for the holistic concept in the p r e s e r ­

vation of natural environments. 

Yellowstone National Park , the first national park, was established in 1872 as a "public park 

or pleasuring ground for the benefit and enjoyment of the people." There was no initial 

appropriation for i ts management, and the first superintendent had neither staff nor salary 

(Everhart 1972). Poaching and souvenir collecting became so commonplace in Yellowstone 

that the United States Cavalry was placed in charge of the park to provide the needed p r o ­

tection. 

Archaeological and his tor ical s i tes of the public domain also suffered from the souvenir 

hunters , col lectors , and vandals. A concerned citizenry soon brought about legislation for 

the protection of these resources and thus extended the park concept. In 1906, passage of 

the Antiquities Act provided protection against damaging or removal of his tor ic objects from 

public lands. 

By the turn of the 20th century, it had become evident that the public had developed an 

awareness for protecting its natural and his tor ic r esources . At the same time there was a 

consciousness that the wilderness had been conquered, but not utilized sufficiently. While 

some conservationists were becoming more concerned in preservat ion of the pr is t ine , 

aesthetic r e sou rces , others were more concerned with managing them for their many uses . 

These two views of land-use management, preservat ionis ts vs . uti l i tarians were , in time, 

to be reconciled, but only after considerable conflict and the establishment of an independent 

Federal agency to administer national parks and monuments (Everhart 1972). 

A NEW AGENCY TO ADMINISTER THE PARK 

One awakened citizen, who was to become the dynamic leader of the preservat ionis ts , was 

the highly successful Borax businessman, Stephen T. Mather. After visiting Yosemite and 

Sequoia National P a r k s , Mather was so disturbed by mismanagement of the parks that he 

immediately wrote Secretary of the Inter ior , Franklin K. Lane, deploring their condition. 

Mather complained that he saw degradation and destruction of the park resources by cattle 

grazing and the poor t rai l facilities for visitor use . In addition, t imber interests had a c -
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