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IN REPLY REFER TO 

J u n e 8 , 1990 

NATIONAL PARK SERVICE 
P.O. BOX 37 127 

WASHINGTON, DC. 20013-7127 

Memorandum: 

To: Park Superintendents 

From: Assistant to the Director for Science and Technology 

Subject: NPS-COMMUNITY RELATIONSHIPS: A CASE STUDY AT NEW RIVER 
GORGE NATIONAL RIVER 

Occasionally there is a tendency to think of social science as a 
somewhat abstract research activity that has little relevance to 
the job of managing parks. Not so. As a case in point, I just 
finished reviewing a report prepared for the MARO by sociologists 
at Penn State University, describing what was involved in building 
a successful community-park relationship at New River Gorge 
National River in West Virginia. The New River Gorge Unit is 
comprised of a fifty mile stretch of the New River and some 62,000 
acres of adjacent river corridor lands, about 34,000 of which are 
Federally owned. The park was created in 1978 at the initiative of 
a group of community and business leaders with the expectation that 
this action would lead to expanded tourism revenues, and would 
result in economic revitalization of a severely depressed section 
of southern Appalachia. 

The report reviews in some detail outreach activities used by park 
staff to guietly and effectively develop community support for the 
new park, sometimes in an atmosphere of public apprehension, and 
sometimes amongst individuals and groups who were very concerned 
about an expanded Federal presence in the area. 

There are three things about the Penn State study that make it 
particularly relevant. The first is that the study deals with a 
complex set of people issues involving the conflicting cultures and 
goals of different groups residents, public interest groups, 
environmentalists, local business interests, corporate landowners, 
and Federal Government interests. 
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The second reason why the Penn State study is relevant is that the 
researchers revisited the area some eight years after the park was 
created and gathered in-depth information about how local 
individuals currently feel about the National Park Service. Those 
who were interviewed consisted primarily of residents who had some 
direct involvement, personal interest or specific knowledge of NPS 
actions or of community-park relationships during the early years 
of the park. Those individuals were asked to describe their 
experiences, their perceptions of NPS activities, and their 
reactions to those activities. In short, the study represented a 
sort of referendum on the NPS by local residents. 

The third reason why the Penn State study is relevant is that it 
documents NPS accomplishments and shortcomings in the local area, 
suggesting that perhaps there are some useful lessons to be 
learned. 

The following summarize the important findings of the study: 

From the beginning, a core constituency of support existed 
among influential business and civic leaders who had worked many 
years for creation of the park. In addition, a substantial number 
of local residents recognized the area was economically distressed, 
that there was little prospect of future growth from traditional 
employment sources (coal economics), and that the river corridor 
represented a valuable scenic and recreation asset. Collectively, 
these individuals viewed increased tourism as the hope for the 
future. 

There were widespread expectations that conferring NPS 
status on the river corridor would create new jobs for local 
people. This was of overriding importance. 

There were expectations that the Federal Government would 
spend monies in ways that would upgrade the overall quality of life 
by helping to solve longstanding local problems for example, 
by providing monies to eliminate roadside trash dumping, establish 
Federally-operated refuse collection systems, repair roads, solve 
water supply problems, provide better law enforcement, underwrite 
historic preservation initiatives, and stimulate community renewal 
projects. 

There were local concerns that an increased Federal presence 
might lead to Federal land acquisition and takings, favoritism 
toward selected groups, loss of local control, and unwanted 
regulation of traditional activities such as hunting and fishing. 

The park evolved within this environment of local expectations and 
concerns, predominantly economic in nature. 

From the NPS perspective, certain things became clear early on: 

There was potential for a clash of cultures Federal 
attitudes versus Appalachia traditions. 



There was potential for a clash of goals ..... NPS emphasis 
on long-term ecosystem management objectives versus local interest 
in direct manipulation of resources in order to realize commercial 
benefits, while at the same time preserving the cultural history 
and the outstanding scenic and aesthetic qualities of the area. 

There was a need to recognize and to understand the 
diversity of views and perceptions held by local groups, and to 
respect the unique characteristics and cultures of individual 
communities located within the river corridor. 

There was a need to understand basic issues behind conflicts 
that existed between competing recreational users and interests 
before formulating management plans for the area ..... e.g. rafters 
versus fisherman, boaters versus campers, causes of traffic 
congestion, etc. 

The Penn State researchers drew a number of conclusions based upon 
their interviews with local residents, interviews in which they 
asked those local residents to describe their experiences and their 
perceptions about NPS activities. Those conclusions can be 
summarized as follows: 

• NPS personnel succeeded in building trust within a wide 
range of local groups, a consequence of NPS fairness, 
openness, a willingness to listen to all parties, and a 
genuine respect for local values, customs and viewpoints. 
Agency personnel were clear as to precisely what the NPS 
role would be. They didn't duck tough issues. They were 
accessible, and they gave honest answers. They made every 
effort to provide accurate and understandable information to 
local residents. 

• The new Superintendent, Jim Carrico, played a pivotal role 
through personal contacts with community, business and 
opinion leaders, maintaining a constant pulse on the 
perceptions, concerns and expectations of citizens 
throughout the river corridor area. 

• NPS public involvement activities extended to all interested 
parties, involving both pro and con factions. Agency 
personnel at all levels understood the vital importance of 
park/community communications, the need for face-to-face 
meetings throughout the area, and the value of first 
impressions made by NPS staff. They recognized the 
importance of quickly dispelling uncertainties and 
responding to unfounded rumors, and the need for continuing 
dialogue to avoid misconceptions. 

• NPS staff understood the deep concerns of local residents 
about the economic decline of the area, and also understood 
the critically important economic expectations associated 
with the new park. They recognized that many residents 



perceived that the long-term economic health, and perhaps 
even survival, of the area was at stake, and with it 
preserving a way of life and traditions and customs. NPS 
staff understood that designation of New River Gorge as a 
national park area gave many local residents a sense of fear 
and apprehension. They were sensitive in responding to 
these very personal and difficult matters. 

Final Comment. Many of the issues faced at New River Gorge 
probably are very similar to those faced routinely by 
Superintendents throughout the System ..... specifically, the 
critical importance of the economic impacts of parks on local area 
economies; the need for public involvement in dealing with 
sensitive issues; the Superintendent's unique role both as a figure 
of Federal authority and as a respected member of the local 
community; the importance of socio-economic data to support 
planning activities; and the value of outreach activities in 
building constituent support. 

The Penn State sociologists concluded from their interviews that 
local residents of the New River Gorge area perceive that Agency 
personnel were, and are, sensitive to such issues, and further that 
Agency personnel from the outset made an extraordinary effort first 
to build and then to maintain favorable community-park 
relationships, often under very difficult circumstances. 

The evolution of the New River Gorge National River is an NPS 
success story involving complex people issues ..... complex socio
economic issues to be more precise. Perhaps there is value in 
reminding ourselves of the important role of such matters in the 
management of parks. 

Richard H. Briceland 

A copy of the Penn State University report can be requested from 
the MAR/NAR Regional Sociologist, Dr. Jeff Marion, at 
(703) 231-6603: "An Analysis of Community Response to the Federal 
Presence in the New River Gorge; A Report to Managers". 


