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Treasured national parklands a complex picture of Woe and Grandeur
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ARCHES NATIONAL PARK, Utah - Delicate Arch is a photographer's dream and, perhaps, a tourist's one
chance in a lifetime to snap a shot of one of America's most indelible national park icons.

Edward Abbey wrote in "Desert Solitaire" that the power of Delicate Arch lies in its ability to startle the senses
and "to compel us into a reawakened awareness of the wonderful."

But conservationists fear views of energy company drilling rigs could be what reawakens tourists' senses at
Arches National Park.

Within the mottled sandstone wonderland of Canyonlands National Park, it's possible to penetrate the park's
backcountry in the dead of winter and, after hardly encountering another soul on the trail, camp beneath a
night sky wreathed with the Milky Way whose grandeur is utterly undiminished by earthly lights.

But energy development on a mesa near the park could soon glow on the park's dim midnight horizon. Tar
sands just outside the park await an energy company to exploit them.

Park Superintendent Kate Cannon worries that the park may not have the money to keep the toilets clean.

On the brink of Black Canyon of the Gunnison National Park, a subdivision may sprout within view of the
park's south rim, while commercial development on private property within the park may one day mar the wild
beauty above Colorado's deepest gorge.

At Colorado National Monument near Grand Junction, quickly-spreading housing development and big rigs
traveling the nearby highways can be seen and heard from the canyons the National Park Service wants
declared wilderness.

Shifting shale shuttered the Dinosaur Quarry at Dinosaur National Monument, northeast Utah's most famous
tourist attraction, in July after the building sheltering the quarry threatened collapse.

While enthralled visitors descend into Mesa Verde National Park's canyons once inhabited by the ancient ones
who constructed the magnificent cliff dwellings there, the park's facilities suffer the ravages of time and wildfire,
racking up a maintenance backlog with a price tag of more than $60 million.

This is the state of our national parks on the eastern Colorado Plateau.

As the National Park Service decides how it's going to improve parklands over the next decade as part of
Interior Secretary Dirk Kempthorne's "Centennial Challenge," change and, indeed, challenge are overcoming
our national parks as swiftly and surely as Delicate Arch overcomes its visitors with awe.

Behind the giddy tourists and glossy park brochures is a story only staid National Park Service budget
spreadsheets, hazy skies and visitor center closure orders can tell: Our national parks are losing visitors while
their budget increases are slight, many facilities are decaying and new environmental problems are becoming
as reliable as Old Faithful.

The National Park Service's budget crunch is perhaps the greatest challenge facing the parks, even though
some park officials say the Park Service has fared well compared to budget cuts confronting other federal
agencies.

"It's incredibly serious," said Greg Gnesios, the president of the board for the Colorado National Monument
Association in Grand Junction. "Most national parks are operating at a bare-bones level."

Why? The War on Terror is starving federal agencies of money, said Gnesios, a former ranger at Canyonlands
and former manager of McInnis Canyons National Conservation Area.

The U.S. Government Accountability Office reported in March that available cash for national parks nationwide
is declining in inflation-adjusted terms, forcing parks to slash services because their annual budget increases
aren't enough to make up for rising operating costs, especially salaries for park employees.

The National Park Service's 2006 operating budget increased by 2.1 percent to $1.71 billion over the previous
year's $1.68 billion operating budget, far below the agency's average annual budget increase of 5.3 percent



between 1997 and 2006.

The Park Service asked Congress for a meager 1.4 percent operating budget increase for 2007.

A National Parks Conservation Association analysis of the Park Service's finances showed that by Sept. 30,
the agency's operating budget shortfall for individual parks exceeded $800 million.

"The effect of that kind of funding constraint, it really is a challenge," said Dave Nimkin, southwest regional
director for the NPCA. "The park staff have really been operating at the margin. They are as efficient and
effective as they can be, and they have to do so much more with less. ... There is a challenge to sort of
maintain the parks at levels that are acceptable for park visitation. The most egregious example is (the
collapsing Quarry Visitor Center) at Dinosaur."

Park entrance fees, which are slated to double in Arches and Canyonlands national parks by 2008, for
decades paid park ranger salaries. The GAO reports that those fees now pay for park maintenance projects
while rangers disappear from park campground amphitheaters and trailheads.

Rangers who provide context for the geological and historical wonders harbored in our national parks are
sparse nowadays, Nimkin said.

"There's no substitute for that interchange between rangers and park visitors," Gnesios said. "That kind of stuff
doesn't happen anymore."

The Colorado Plateau's parks are no exception to those trends.

While park officials here say they're short on rangers who provide contact with visitors, maintenance backlogs
for six eastern Colorado Plateau parks total more than $215 million.

While the U.S. Department of Agriculture estimated last year that the Forest Service has a maintenance
backlog of about $346 million for all its recreation sites nationwide, the National Park Service's maintenance
backlog for all its 390 sites this year is between $4.52 billion and $9.69 billion, according to a 2005
Congressional Research Service report. The maintenance backlog for parks in the Intermountain Region -
covering parks from Montana to Texas - is over $1.9 billion.

Mesa Verde National Park has a maintenance backlog of more than $63 million, according to the regional
office.

At Dinosaur National Monument, it's $61 million. Colorado National Monument: $17.6 million.

"It's a pretty complex picture," said Karen Breslin, spokeswoman for the National Park Service's regional office
in Golden, Colo. "There are some places where the facilities look great, and some places where the facilities
look not so great, and there are places where you could see both things at once."

Projects that need to be completed at each park end up on a national priority list, and the priority is on projects
that affect the safety and health of park visitors, such as the collapsing Quarry Visitor Center at Dinosaur
National Monument.

"Parks have to compete nationwide for their place on that priority list," and how many of those projects will be
funded depends on how much money Congress appropriates for specific park needs, Breslin said.

As parks struggle to cut services to make up for meager budget increases and rising labor and business costs,
some park officials worry that maintenance standards at national parks will slip, and they'll have to either cut
staff or leave some positions unfilled.

Currently, the chief archaeologist's chair remains empty at Mesa Verde National Park. Canyonlands survives
without a radio technician. Dinosaur National Monument's 28-member staff has declined by 10 positions since
1996.

While visitors to national parks may end up searching for rangers to answer their questions, they may also be
looking for spare change just to get into the parks. As some parks talk about doubling their entrance fees, the
federal government will nix the $50 National Parks Pass on Jan. 1, and offer only the "America the Beautiful"
Pass.

The pricetag: $80.

The new pass, which Congress approved in 2004, will admit its owner to nearly any National Park Service,
Forest Service, Bureau of Land Management or any other federal recreation area that charges an entrance
fee. From now on, there will be no pass just for the parks.

As national parks figure out how to tighten their belts as budgets continue to shrink, a facelift may be on the
way for our parks as the National Park Service prepares for its centennial in 2016, years after Mesa Verde
National Park and Colorado and Dinosaur national monuments celebrate their own centennials.

On the National Park Service's 90th anniversary in August, Kempthorne announced the Centennial Challenge,
a program that will identify and make goals for projects that need to be completed so the government can
"prepare the national parks for the future."

The Centennial Challenge, Kempthorne said, may resemble the Eisenhower-era Mission 66 program, during
which parks were revitalized and new visitor centers and roads were constructed in preparation for the
National Park Service's 50th anniversary.

But by late December, the Park Service still hadn't figured out what the Centennial Challenge would entail.



National Park Service Washington spokesman Jeffrey Olson said the agency is working out the details of the
program so diligently that National Park Service Director Mary A. Bomar is devoting all her time to working on
the project, and the agency won't answer questions from the press about the Centennial Challenge until the
details are complete.

Bomar, he said, is the only one in the agency who can comment about the project.

"I believe that Congress will provide additional funding in coming years to meet the goals of the Centennial
Challenge," said Sen. Wayne Allard, R-Colo, in a statement. "It is hard to give a definitive number; much will
depend on what the agency requests in upcoming budgets."

Sen. Ken Salazar, D-Colo., called the Centennial Challenge a "first step" in restoring our national parks.

"I think this is a great opportunity to draw attention to the challenges facing the parks and to reinforce our
commitment to protecting them," Salazar said. "I would hope the president would ask Congress for additional
funding for the Park Service in the coming years."

Whatever Congress' disposition toward the Centennial Challenge turns out to be, the overall state of our
national parks is so acute that parks may soon have to start closing visitor centers because the money to
keep them open simply doesn't exist, said National Park Conservation Association Senior Vice President Ron
Tipton.

Visiting a national park can still be a jolly time, he said, but if visitors can't get a park map or find a ranger to
help point them in the right direction because the park's budget won't pay for either, that satisfaction will
quickly fade.

"Will it happen overnight? No," Tipton said. "Are we on a path inevitably of decline in the quality of the visitor
experience? Absolutely."

?

Bobby Magill can be reached via e-mail at bmagill@gjds.com.
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