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COLORADO RIVER MANAGEMENT PLAN

Grand Canyon National Park



The Colorado River Management Plan has been developed to provide a strategy for
protecting the Grand Canyon environment while providing visitors with a high quality
river running experience.

The plan is divided into two components: the Colorado River Management Plan and the
Annual Operating Requirements. The Colorado River Management Plan presents the
general concepts which will guide river management for a five to ten year period. The
Annual Operating Requirements (AOR) contain a detailed description of procedures for
compliance with the plan that are subject to change on an annual basis. Various elements
in the Colorado River Management Plan are cross-referenced to more detailed informa-
tion in the AOR. These two components complement each other and are intended to be
used together for a full understanding of the plan. Both motor and oar trips will be
available under this plan. The combinations of motor and oar trips allowed are described
in detail in the plan.
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INTRODUCTION

"A river traverses time as well as topography it runs not only
through country but through mankind." Wallace Stegner

The Colorado River, after draining nearly one-twelfth of the
continental United States, cuts west at the southern edge of the
Colorado Plateau and begins its traverse of the Grand Canyon.
For the next 277 miles the Colorado courses through some of the
most spectacular scenery in North America.

The Colorado River through the Grand Canyon the longest
stretch of recreational whitewater in the world, offers one of
the most sought-after river trips in the United States. People
come to the river with many different expectations. Some come
with a dream, hoping for an experience capable of temporarily
dismantling their lives, rearranging them around a world of wind
and sand and water and rock, a world in which the purposeful
flight of the snowy egret against black, ageless rock takes
precedent; where the clear, descending solo of the canyon wren
echoes off sandstone walls; where icy water slaps skin stretched
taut by hot sun; where elusive desert bighorn truly own the
landscape and people come to participate rather than to
dominate.

For many, it is a place that offers discomfort and bares hidden
fears. marked at times by exhaustion, tension and sand
encrusted sleeping bags, where human interaction necessarily
means cooperation in everything from setting up the cook table
to identifying the small bird seen in the shoreside willow.

On the river underpinnings are removed and people quickly have
to face themselves and those in their small, isolated group. It is
a place where one can feel the hypnotic oscillations of waves on
the beach at dusk and come slowly to the subtle realization that
there is really no need to put on a wristwatch this morning.

It is dramatic country in which we can sense another rhythm,
something older and more stable than what controls our normal,
hurried lives.
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Planning
Issues/Background

If it is the aesthetic aspects of this landscape that stirs
human imagination, it was the economic potential of the
Colorado in an arid region that interested developers. In
1935, Hoover Dam was completed at the lower end of
Grand Canyon and 28 years later, in 1963, Glen Canyon
Dam was completed, and thereafter controlled the river's
flow at the head of the canyon.

Both of these projects were to have an impact on river
running through the Grand Canyon. Lake Mead, formed
by Hoover Dam, extended into the lower section of the
canyon, producing slack water that marked the end of the
free-flowing Colorado. Glen Canyon Dam's effects have
been more dynamic. The amount of sediment and drift-
wood that was formerly carried naturally along the river's
course through the canyon has been significantly
reduced. Water releases from Glen Canyon Dam (a
primary function of which is to generate hydroelectric
power) have created more predictable seasonal water
levels but have resulted in extreme daily fluctuations.
Canyon beaches, which provide campsites for river
runners, no longer receive sediment and are being eroded
with erratic daily flows. During periods of low flow,
passage at certain rapids has become difficult, creating
hazards and delays. Previous heavy spring runoffs no
longer scour the Colorado's banks, and a new ecosystem
has grown up in the pre-dam flood zone.

There are other influences that could affect river
management in the future that are outside the scope of
this planning effort. For example, the Bureau of
Reclamation is presently studying the possibility of
converting Glen Canyon Dam to a peaking power
facility. This conversion would result in even greater
fluctuations, in daily water flow than now occur. The
sharp fluctuations, particularly periods of very low flows,
could make river running with large rafts or wooden boats
extremely difficult, if not impossible, and accelerate
beach erosion and related impacts.

The desire of the American public to experience this
unique part of their natural heritage has dramatically
increased. In 1967, 2,100 people made the river trip. The
number had jumped to 16,500 in 1972. This sudden rise in
use was noticeably impacting the vulnerable inner canyon
ecosystem. Trash, charcoal, and human waste were
accumulating, multiple trails were developing to points of
interest, and the numerous prehistoric and historic sites
near the river were being damaged.



In 1973, the National Park Service (NPS) initiated a
research program and planning process leading to the
development of the Colorado River Management Plan in
1979. One major feature of this 1979 plan was the
phasing out of motorized craft over a five year period.

Congressional input on this plan was received in 1980
when the Hatch Amendment was passed as an element of
the 1981 Department of the Interior Appropriations Bill.
The amendment prohibited a reduction of user days or
passenger launches for commercial motorized craft below
1978 levels during the summer season.

Based on passage of this amendment, the NPS responded
with a decision to modify the Colorado River Manage-
ment Plan to allow a diversity of river running
experiences in Grand Canyon National Park. While some
reevaluation of management goals has taken place, the
preservation of the Grand Canyon of the Colorado River
for future generations remains a primary objective of the
plan.

Public comments received during the four public
meetings and through over 600 pieces of correspondence
reflected a diverse interest. The preponderance of these
comments favored some combination of oars and motors
while voicing an interest to have a period for oar only
use.



THE PLAN
Management Objectives

To accomplish the legislative requirement of the 1916 NPS

Organic Act to

... conserve the scenery and natural and

historic objects and wildlife therein and to provide for the
enjoyment of the same [and] leave them unimpaired ...," the
following objectives for management of the river have been
established.

(M

(2)

Protect the Colorado River and its riparian environ-
ment from unacceptable change caused by river
running activities.

Provide an opportunity for all visitors to enjoy a high
quality, rewarding river running experience consis-
tent with the magnificent setting of the Grand
Canyon.



Annual Visitor Use Limits

To accomplish the objective of protecting the river
environment, maximum visitor use levels will be set. Use
levels will be measured in user days, where one user day
equals one person on the river for any portion of one
day. The total commercial and noncommercial use level
will be 150,076 user days for the summer season (May 1
through September 30) and 19,874 user days for the
winter season (October 1 to April 30). Future adjust-
ments to these levels may be made upon consideration of
information from the monitoring program relative to
impacts on beaches, attraction sites, cultural resources,
and the quality of the visitor experience.

As each trip leaves Lees Ferry, the number of commer-
cial passengers or noncommercial trip participants and
projected trip length will be recorded. With this
information, the wuser days for each trip will be
calculated. Each concessioner will receive a monthly
report of the number of user days utilized and will have
two weeks to report any needed adjustments due to
passengers who take partial trips.

Because of the tremendous demand for river trips it is
the goal of the NPS to limit visitors to no more than one
trip during the calendar season, whether commercial or
noncommercial, unless they are traveling on the river in a
nonrecreational capacity (e.g., commercial crew or
owners, researchers, or park staff). Commercial boatmen
may participate in one private trip per year.



Management of
Commercial Use

A commercial trip is defined as one in which an
operator offers services to a visitor for a fee. The total
annual commercial use will be 115,500 user days. Of
this total, 106,156 user days will be allocated among the
commercial operators during the summer season. The
remaining 9,344 user days will be available during the
winter season. The winter user days will be available on
a first come, first serve basis. Requests for these user
days will be accepted by the NPS any time.

All companies operating commercial guided trips on the
Colorado River in Grand Canyon National Park must
have a contract with the NPS. Contracts will be
granted for a period not to exceed 10 years. These
contracts are managed under the 1965 Concession
Policies Act (Public Law 89-249). Under the provisions
of this law, the NPS will:

» Grant existing concessioners a preferential right
(first right of refusal) in the contract renewal
process.

i Provide public notice whenever new concession
opportunities are to be offered or existing contracts
are to be renewed.

¥ Utilize the nationwide rate approval program to
approve rates charged to the public.

Periodically evaluate the concessioner's operation
to ensure that a satisfactory level of public health
and safety standards are met.

The contractual document will have an annual review
period, and use will be evaluated based upon acceptable
standards of operation as identified in this document.

Further, user days may be adjusted as the need arises
based upon conditions identified in ongoing river
monitoring.

The approval of rates for each concessioner is a very
important element in the concession management
program. No new rates or increases will be charged
unless they are approved in advance by the NPS.

AOR
Section
leAs

AOR
Section
1.Cs



Transfers and mergers of companies will be allowed if
they meet NPS goals and are in the interest of
improving concessioner economic viability. Any intent
to sell a company must be discussed with the NPS in
advance of company-to-company negotiations. In the
transferring or merging of companies, there is no
guarantee that all user days held by the company selling
its assets will be transferred. The NPS will not
recognize any monetary value for user days involved in
transfers or mergers. NPS will encourage mergers
between companies that presently hold contracts.

Standards for guides and trip leaders concerning
experience, skill, and knowledge of the resource have
been set to assure the safest possible trip.

AOR
Section
l.E.

AOR
Section
I.F.



Management of
Noncommercial Use

A noncommercial trip is one where persons involved have the
equipment and expertise to run the river on their own (without
a hired guide). All of the trip expenses are shared equally by
the participants. None of the trip participants acquire any
money or financial gain (new equipment, etc.) above actual trip
costs. Members of such a trip could range from a few individ-
uals that come together for the purpose of running a river to a
group that is organized for running rivers or a group that is
organized for other purposes and runs rivers only incidentally.
Everyone shares costs and duties. The total annual non-
commercial use level will be 54,450 user days. During the
summer season, a total of 43,920 user days will be permitted.
During the winter season, a total of 10,530 user days will be
permitted.

All noncommercial groups must obtain a permit from the NPS
to schedule a river trip. Permit applications are accepted any
time by the NPS. A person merely contacts the NPS and
requests to have their name placed on a waiting list. As per-
mits become available they are assigned to the person at the
top of the waiting list. The NPS assigns permits in November
of each year for the following summer and winter seasons (i.e.,
November 1981 for May 1982 through April 1983). The people
on the waiting list will be contacted periodically by mail to
confirm their continued interest. As a person on the waiting
list joins .a trip, whether it be their own or another trip higher
on the list, their name is removed from the list. After a
person has taken a trip they can contact the NPS again and
have their name added to the bottom of the list.

Noncommercial trip leaders are required to have experience on
comparable whitewater trips and knowledge of the Grand
Canyon segment of the Colorado River.

Noncommercial trips must comply with all provisions of the
Colorado River Management Plan. Prior to departure, non-
commercial users will attend an orientation program at Lees
Ferry to familiarize them with provisions of the plan.



Motor/Oar Use

To allow for latitude in public choice, visitors wishing to take a trip
on the Colorado River through Grand Canyon will have the option of
motor- or oar-powered trips.

Both motor- and oar-powered trips will be allowed from
December 16 of one year through September 15 of the next year.
No motor trips will be allowed from September 16 through
December 15 of each year. The oars only use period will allow a
time for the person who desires to take a river trip without the
influence of motors to do so. This oars only time from September 16
to December 15 includes the last two weeks of the summer use
season as well as the early part of the winter season, when fewer
people are on the river for a low density visitor use experience
without the influence of motors.

10



Environmental
Protection

Use of Fire. Use of fires on river trips is limited to
protect the canyon and beaches. The need for this
restriction arose because of scarce supplies of driftwood
and charcoal residue accumulation on beaches. No
increased evidence of charcoal, burned wood, firewood
collection, or wildfire will be permitted. When fires are
allowed. they must be contained in fire pans.

Human Waste/Refuse Disposal. The aesthetic and health
problems associated with human waste are a major con-
cern associated with river use. All human waste must be

hauled from the canyon.

Refuse and garbage attract insects, rodents, and birds
and fouls beaches. To maintain a healthful, quality river
running experience, all trash and litter must be carried
out of the canyon. Liquid waste such as dishwater, will
be strained through a fine screen into the Colorado River.

Removal of human waste and refuse gives river runners
the feeling that they are the first ones on the beach, and
therefore is a key NPS aim in this plan.

Use of Soap. Protection of the water quality in the
Colorado River and sidestreams is a major objective. To
the extent that users can prevent it, water quality
degradation should not occur.

Soap at relatively low concentrations impairs the
breeding of native fish and leads to accelerated growth of
aquatic vegetation with associated decreases in stream
oxygen content. Use of soap in small sidestreams also
detracts from aesthetic quality. For this reason, soap use
will be prohibited in any sidestreams or within 100 yards
of the confluence of any sidestreams with the Colorado
River.

Vegetative Clearing/Erosion. Damage to vegetation in
the riparian zone and in the adjacent desert zone is a
chief environmental concern. It is a goal of this plan to
stop any widening of existing camping areas so that the
understory, ground cover and species diversity in the
riparian zone are protected.

No damage should occur in the adjacent desert zone
except those impacts from the single trails to attraction
sites. Human-caused erosion due to vegetative clearing
will be minimized.

11
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Aesthetic Considerations. The NPS will minimize place-
ment of any signs, rock walls, or other management
intrusions along the river to retain a natural feeling. The
only exception to this objective is construction or
marking of single trails to eliminate the multiple,
haphazard trails. Single trails will be established as

unobtrusively as possible.

Wildlife Disturbance. Visitors may not feed or in any way
interfere with wildlife. Because they can disturb native
wildlife, no domestic animals are allowed on river trips.

Cultural Sites. Vandalism or disturbance at archeological

or historical sites is prohibited. Collecting any artifacts
is also prohibited.

Restricted Sites. Certain sites in the canyon have been
closed to camping, fires, or visitation because they
possess sensitive natural or cultural values. Other
necessary closings will be posted at Lees Ferry.

12
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Off-river Camping

Information and
Education

Boating Safety

Sanitation and
Food Preparation

The permit/reservation system for all backcountry
camping in Grand Canyon National Park applies to
river running parties. Advance arrangements for any
off-river camping should be made through the River
Subdistrict. Camping at the Havasupai or Haulapai
Reservations requires the permission of the respective
tribe.

In the summer, an information and education program
will be offered daily at the Lees Ferry Visitor
Center. The program will focus on safety procedures,
environmental protection measures, and river running
rules. The program will also provide interpretation of
the history and natural history of the Grand Canyon.
All members of noncommercial trips must attend this
program. Noncommercial river runners will also
receive a minimum impact booklet and a copy of the
NPS operational requirements.

The NPS requires concessioners to deliver an orienta-
tion talk to all river passengers before a trip departs.
These talks are designed to inform passengers of
necessary safety procedures, environmental protection
measures, and the company and NPS operational
requirements. A voluntary training session will be
offered each year for guides who wish the most
current information on the canyon's geology history,
and natural history. Guides are also invited to attend
the Lees Ferry program.

Past experience indicates that current boating and
safety requirements are adequate. Types of craft,
load capacities, gear (including life jackets), and
proper first aid and emergency provisions, are covered
in the Annual Operating Requirements.

Proper storage and handling of food and dishes is
essential to prevent the spread of communicable
diseases. Cleanliness of food handlers, proper type and
temperature of food storage boxes, clean cooking
utensils and other measures need to be observed.
Specific methods have proved effective and will
continue.

13

AOR
Section
111.D.

AOR
Section
11.B.

AOR
Section
1.C.



Special Launching and
Takeout Procedures

Diamond Creek

A permit, obtained by advance reservation from the
NPS, is required for all noncommercial launches
from Diamond Creek. In addition, noncommercial
groups must obtain permission to use the Diamond
Creek Road and pay all required fees to the
Hualapai Tribe.

Only the Hualapai Tribe may launch commercial
trips from Diamond Creek.

Lees Ferry

An NPS ranger checks out each trip (commercial
and noncommercial) prior to departure from Lees
Ferry. The checkout includes recording number of
passengers, trip length, and checking that all of the
required equipment is included on the boat.

To provide for orderly and efficient launching from
Lees Ferry, no camping, cooking, boat or equipment
repairs, or equipment storage is allowed at the
launch ramp.

Mule and Horse Takeout Points

Mule takeouts are permissible on the Bright Angel
or Kaibab Trails for passengers departing from the
river at Phantom Ranch. Mule and horse takeouts
are also permitted on the Whitmore Wash Trail.

Helicopter Evacuation

In the event of an emergency requiring helicopter
evacuation and rescue, arrangements will be made
for the rescue only by Grand Canyon National Park
personnel. The outfitter will be responsible for the
cost of the rescue.

Requests for helicopter evacuations of a passenger
by someone not on the trip, for family emergency
will be made through Grand Canyon National Park.
Responsibility for the cost of such evacuation will
be with the outfitter and the person requesting the
*evacuation.

14
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Monitoring

The monitoring program is the primary method for
measuring the success of meeting the Colorado River
M anagement Plan objectives. The ongoing monitoring
program will be designed to identify degradation of the
resource or quality of the visitor experience below existing
acceptable levels. The monitoring program will also be
capable of scientifically assessing the degree of impact to
provide a basis for recommending plan modification.

The majority of impacts occur at attraction sites such as
waterfalls, sidestreams, cultural sites, and campsites. Some
of these impacts are short term, some are long term and
others are permanent. For example, crowding at a campsite
would adversely affect the visitor experience for one night,
but vandalism of Indian ruins, such as the Nankoweap
granaries would be permanent.

Monitoring will focus on assessing impacts on the
environment, impacts on the visitor experience, and other
aspects of the Colorado River Management Plan. Specific
elements of the monitoring program are outlined below:

1. Environmental Analysis
A. Soil and Vegetation Impact

Aerial photographs of beaches and attraction sites
representing various levels of use will be taken
before and after the summer use season. From
these photographs, the vegetation, bare soil and
rock will be mapped, and the proportion of areas
impacted by river use (such as hiking and camping)
will be computed. The amount of beach erosion
associated with altered water flows from Glen
Canyon Dam will also be assessed from these
photographs.

Line and quadrant vegetative transects will be
surveyed before and after the summer season to
measure changes in species composition, density,
and ratio of vegetation to bare soil.

Samples of sand from key camping beaches will be
taken to determine the degree to which charcoal
and other debris have been introduced.

Physical profiles of beaches will be correlated
with the aerial photographs to determine the
degree of erosion that is occurring. If a strong
correlation exists, the frequency of survey profiles
may be reduced.

15



2.

3.

B. wildlife

Representative animal life at beaches and attrac-
tion sites will be surveyed annually to determine if
any changes are occurring in species density or
diversity.

C. Water Quality

Water quality monitoring will include assessments
of any impacts river running might have on water
quality. The program will center around the pota-
bility of cooking and drinking water taken from
the Colorado River to determine if any purifica-
tion beyond bleach is needed. It would also be
valuable to see if any river running activities are
impairing the water quality of the Colorado River
or sidestreams. Of particular interest is the
effect of visitor activities on sidestreams used for
drinking water or recreation.

D. Cultural Resources

Prehistoric Indian sites, petroglyphs and picto-
graphs, and historic sites in the canyon have
already been photographed from fixed, permanent
points. Monitoring these sites will consist of
rephotographing the sites each year and analyzing
the photographs to determine the degree of
impact, if any. Visual observation and professional
documentation will provide additional informa-
tion. All monitoring, excavation, and protection
will take place according to the Grand Canyon
National Park Cultural Resources Management
Plan.

Visitor Experience

The quality of the visitor experience can obviously be
affected by the cleanliness of beaches and crowding
along the river corridor. The NPS will monitor visitor
perception of these potential problem areas. This will
be done by encouraging continued public involvement,
maintaining personal contact with river runners and
concessioners, and evaluating letters.

Commercial vs. Noncommercial Use Ratio

Studies will be done to assess public interest in
commercially guided trips compared to noncommercial
trips. The allocation of user days between these two
segments of the river running public will continue to
be an important management concern.

16



Reviewing and
Updating the Plan

4. Concession Economics

There has been considerable concern over the alloca-
tion of user days as they relate to the economic
viability of concessioners. Concession economics will
continue to be analyzed by the NPS. This information
will be especially useful in equitably reallocating user
days should total use on the river need to be adjusted.
The NPS will seek concessioner cooperation and input
in obtaining a better understanding of their economic
situations.

The NPS will review and analyze the information from the
ongoing monitoring program. Based on this information, the
Colorado River Management Plan will be updated or modi-
fied as necessary. Updating and/or modification could
include adjustments in use levels and reallocation of use
between commercial and noncommercial trips. Any adjust-
ment in use levels among concessioners would be made in
full cooperation with all companies considering historical
use and other factors.

Based on monitoring, other management actions such as
regulations establishing new operating procedures to
minimize impacts might be implemented. Management
actions including temporary closure of attraction sites,
prohibiting camping at certain sites, changing launch
schedules, and adjusting trip lengths might also be
considered.

If these proposed management actions are significant, the
Colorado River Management Plan will have to be modified.
In this case, monitoring results, along with proposed plan
modifications will be provided to the public. After public
comments are received and considered, the plan will be
modified as necessary and these modifications will be widely
distributed.
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