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INTERPRETATION PROGRAMMING IN THE NYS
FOREST PRESERVE CAMPGROUNDS:
SUCCESSFUL CONSENSUS BUILDING,
PARTNERSHIP, AND REGIONAL MANAGEMENT

" W. Douglas Fitzgerald
Interpreter Activity Program Coordinator

Bureau of Recreation, NYS Department of Environmental
Conservation, Ray Brook, NY 12977-0296

Abstract: The focus of this paper concerns how an
established program was modified to better support the
mission of the sponsoring agency. As an introduction, the
NYS Forest Preserve and the Department of Environmental
Conservation’s role is discussed. Formal educational
programming has taken place in the Forest Preserve
campgrounds since the 1930's. The present Interpreter
Activity Program is a direct outgrowth of earlier offerings. It
is based on an established list of goals set forth in 1996 by
DEC campground managers. Formation of a partnership
between the Bureau of Recreation and the Bureau of
Environmental Education has helped to meet these goals.
Program development and administration is guided by a
steering committee with a strong emphasis on consensus
building. The committee process has worked well and goals
have been reached. New initiatives have been developed and
attempted. Daily activities are offered using seasonal
personnel with on-premise oversight. Regional management
of the program allows for consideration of local interests and
leads to acceptance of the program goals. Staff members are
hired on the regional level and establish strong working
relationships with local managers.. A blend of both
recreational and interpretive programs are offered, leading to
a high level of customer satisfaction and accomplishment of
program goals. Special offerings such as the Junior Naturalist
Program are extremely popular with camping families.
Program evaluation is accomplished via surveys, on-site
visits, and analysis of reported data. Reasons for success of
the program are explored in this paper along with a look to
the future.

Introduction

Outdoor recreation programming can be different things to
different people. For some it may be macaroni necklace
making or a spirited game of staff versus campers volleyball.
Still others may prefer a guided walk filled with interesting
facts about the natural world. Atcampgrounds in New York
State’s Adirondack and Catskill Forest Preserves, the
Department of Environmental Conservation has developed a
balanced approach to programming. Every year, over 25,000
people with an assortment of interests find something of value
from the daily activities offered. The Interpreter Activity
Program provides a high quality, organized, recreational,
educational, and environmental awareness experience for
campers and day users. Eight campgrounds offer formal
programming from the end of June to Labor Day. Additional
campgrounds offer activities through the Junior Naturalist
Program and the Outreach project.
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Outdoor programs have an extensive history of success at
DEC campgrounds. In 1996, the Department embarked on
the remake of the long standing Interpreter Activity Program,
with the goal of creating a program that aligned itself more
closely with the mission of the agency. The new offering has
been successful, due in large part to the partnership formed
between two different bureaus within the Department. This
partnership, along with productive consensus building and
regional management, have enabled the agency to produce a
well-liked nature based program. Campers have fun and at
the same time return home with a greater environmental
awareness.

Historical Background

As a setting to this subject it is useful to gain a perspective on
the Department of Environmental Conservation’s role in the
administration of recreational activity within the Forest
Preserve. The structure of outdoor recreation management
varies from state to state. In New York State, it is
additionally complicated by the involvement of two separate
agencies. The Office of Parks, Recreation and Historic
Preservation administer most of the Park Districts in the state.
The exceptions are the Adirondack and Catskill Forest
Preserves. In these two unique areas the Department of
Environmental Conservation administers recreation facilities.
To comprehend the reason for this, an understanding of the
NYS Forest Preserve is helpful.

Based on concern about destructive logging practices, the
NYS Legislature created the Forest Preserves in 1885. The
protection of the Adirondacks and Catskills was further
strengthened in 1895 with the enactment of Article 14 of the
NYS Constitution. The strong Constitutional protection of
the state lands within the Adirondacks and Catskills has held
up well over the 100 plus years of its existence. Management
of the Forest Preserves was passed on from the original Forest
Commission to the Forest, Fish and Game Commission to the
Conservation Department and finally to the present
Department of Environmental Conservation.

Visitors to NYS will find that the character of recreational
facilities within the Adirondack and Catskill Forest Preserves
is different from that of facilities in the rest of the state. This
character of development is in no small way the result of
trying '“to conserve and protect (the Preserves) natural
resources and scenic beauty,” as required by Article 14.

History of Interpretation in DEC Campgrounds

The practice of providing interpretive programs at Forest
Preserve Campgrounds can be traced back to 1935. The
following are excerpts from the 1935, 1936 and 1937
Conservation Department Annual Report to the
Legislature. 1935 - “Educational Work. In co-operation
with the New York State College of Forestry at Syracuse
University, the Department last season inaugurated
educational work along nature lines at the Fish Creek Pond
Campsite. This work is felt to have been very successful, and
without exception the campers at Fish Creek were
enthusiastic in their support of it. It is hoped that the work



may be extended to other of the larger campsites in 1936.
The College of Forestry furnished the services of Mr. Louis
Wessel as nature guide, a type of work in which Mr. Wessel
had had previous experience at some of the National Parks,
and the Conservation Department furnished the facilities for
carrying on the work including the construction of nature
trails, tent platforms for Mr. Wessel's headquarters and for
the nature museum. The latter played an important part in
the work as it contained many native specimens identified
and labeled by Mr. Wessel.

The Department also constructed a rustic
amphitheatre which was used not only by Mr. Wessel for his
evening lectures and campfire talks but also frequently by the
campers themselves in staging impromptu_entertainments.
This amphitheatre was named the Alexander Macdonald
Amphitheatre in honor of former Conservation Commissioner
Alexander Macdonald, a life-long resident of Franklin
County in which Fish Creek Ponds Campsite is located, and
was dedicated with appropriate ceremonies on August28th.

“1935 1936
Number of evening programs.... S S
Total antendance....................... 16,510 25,420
Largest attendance.................... 1,300 1,300
Number days museum was open.. 58 55
Total visitors to museum........... 6,965 7,505
Miles of nature trails available... 3 3
Number of users..................... 3,000 3,500
Number of organized field trips.. 9 9
Altendance................ocnu.nn... 336 440

In the 1960’s and early 1970's, a Forest Preserve Interpretive
Program was conducted by the Division of Educational
Services in cooperation with the Division of Lands & Forests,
which operated the DEC campgrounds. Each Interpreter
conducted programs at three campgrounds, traveling between
them each week. Three staff worked in the Adirondacks; one
in the Catskills.

Campgrounds that offered the programs included:

- Fish Creek Pond/Rollins Pond, Meacham Lake, Cranberry
Lake

- Roger's Rock, Lake Luzerne, Hearthstone Point

- Moffitt Beach, Northampton Beach, Golden Beach

- North/South Lake, Devil's Tombstone, Woodland Valley

The program ended due to budget cuts in 1976. Throughout
this period, campers continued to stage programs at various
campgrounds on an informal level. During the late 1970s &
early "80s, Paul Smith’s College students held occasional
programs at the Fish Creek Pond Campground Amphitheater.

Programming - 1982 to 1996. In 1982 a pilot Interpreter
Activity Program was started at Fish Creek Pond
Campground. From that point the program evolved and grew
into offerings at seven locations. Fish Creek Pond/Rollins
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Most of the credit for the success of this venture
goes to Mr. Wessel who was affectionately known to campers
as “Uncle Louie.” His unfailing zeal and devotion to the
work made failure impossible. A similar amphitheatre was
constructed at Hearthstone Point camp site.”

In 1936 Mr. Marvin Wilson was the camp naturalist at Fish
Creek Pond Campsite. The following excerpt reflects the
Department’s feelings about the program:

“The two years of experience in this work has
clearly demonstrated its value and the desirability of
extending it to include campsites in other areas. Probably a
total of four additional set-ups such as that at Fish Creek
would cover the entire Forest Preserve area in the
Adirondacks and Catskills in a satisfactory manner.”

The table below from 1937 summarizes the program for the
three years it was conducted. There is no reference to this
program after 1937.

1937
43*
31,402
950
59
6,990
3
4,100
12
806"

Pond, Meacham Lake, Moffitt Beach, Cranberry Lake and
Nicks Lake in the Adirondacks, Mongaup Pond and
North/South Lake in the Catskills.

After the 1996 Season. On October 3, 1996, twenty-two
members of the Division of Operations and one representative
from the Bureau of Environmental Education met in Lake
George, NY to discuss the future direction of the program. At
that meeting a partnership was formed between the Bureaus
of Recreation and Environmental Education. The later
offered assistance with training, recruiting, and campground
programming, while the former would maintain
administration and management of the program.

Establishing goals, partnerships, building consensus

The October 1996 meeting was facilitated by the DEC’s
training coordinator. Goals were established, discussion at
the meeting involved how to best administer the program. It
was decided that a committee would be formed to oversee and
develop the program. Committee members were designated
from each working circle, Central Office and the Bureau of
Environmental Education.



Goals of the Interpreter Activity Program

The goals of this program are to provide

educational and recreational opportunities for the

enjoyment of campers that:

. Are compatible with the Forest
Preserve management.

* Heighten awareness, appreciation, and

understanding of the environment.
Foster proper recreational use of the
Forest Preserve and its facilities.
Promote understanding of the
Department and its programs.

In addition to establishing the goals stated here, a list of tasks
was created for the Committee to accomplish. Among these
were:
. Find job titles that were appropriate to the duties of
the staff and paid a competitive wage.

Establish an internship program that would be
manageable and affordable. '
Develop training that help meet the goals of the
program.

Revise of the existing Program Guide.

Determine the supplies, materials and equipment
necessary to conduct activities with an interpretive
focus.

Research and develop a Junior Naturalist Program.

Bureaucrats everywhere would probably agree that a good
way to foul up a program and stifle enthusiasm is by forming
a committee. Although the committee process is widely used
in government organizations, it can be a cumbersome system
to use when trying to develop new initiatives. The
Department of Environmental Conservation’s Interpreter
Activity Program breaks that stereotype. Believe it or not,
two bureaus from the same agency can work together and
produce quality programming for the public.

Establishment of the committee helped ease the partnership
formation between the two bureaus. The committee process
allowed everyone to come to the table with an equal voice.
Each working circle utilizing the program in their
campgrounds provided representation. This allowed for a
true sense of program ownership which ultimately transferred
into success.

Program Management and Application

As illustrated by the tasks listed above, the committee’s
function is program development and guidance. Two major
undertakings have been the creation of appropriate staff
training courses and the development of a Junior Naturalist
Program. To accomplish these responsibilities, two separate
working groups were formed.

1. The Training Sub-Committee is made-up of two
representatives from each bureau. They plan a four day,
preseason training held annually at Paul Smith’s College.
This consists of field based, hands-on sessions. The location
is ideal due to the college’s outdoor setting, with the
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Adirondack Park Visitors Interpretive Center adjacent to the
campus and Fish Creek Pond Campground (DEC’s largest)
only 16 miles away. Sessions include topics such as Leading
Interpretive Walks, Fishing and Conducting Evening
Activities.

2. A team to guide the ongoing development of the Junior
Naturalist Program was formed as the program grew beyond
the capabilities of just a couple of people. This team consists
of recreation personnel, artists, naturalists and other
professionals. Each year a unique workbook (Journal) and a
new patch are created. Journal modules and patch designs
will be reused on an eight year rotation.

The Committee is now in the fourth year of overseeing the
IAP. The first three years were successful, with new concepts
and methods continuing to be developed. The partnership
between the two Bureaus continues to flourish.

Regional Administration - Each working circle manages the
program within their own campgrounds. This includes staff
hiring and program monitoring. In this manner, managers
maintain local control and ensure quality programming. This
has been a key element to success. A program such as this
requires support from the ground up. A sense of ownership is
critical for the program to function properly. Central program
control over large geographical areas like the Adirondacks
and Catskills can result in negative impacts. Local
management has worked well during the first three years of
the Interpreter Activity Program.

Staffing - At each campground the Interpreter Activity
Program staff consists of one or two Environmental
Education Assistants and one intern.

Basic Qualifications for EEA

Candidates for the position of Environmental Education
Assistant must have successfully completed two years of
college training in Natural Resources, Natural Sciences,
Environmental Education, or a closely related field. Full time
work -experience in. Environmental Education may be
substituted on a year for year basis in lieu of formal
education.

“Environmental Education” is defined as teaching about or
interpreting the natural world, the principles of ecology,
natural resources management, and environmental quality
management. It deals with the interrelationships of plants,
animals, and the non-living environment and emphasizes
human interactions with these components.

Experience in the following areas are desirable: outdoor
recreation skills and leadership, = natural resources
interpretation, dealing with people, supervision, writing/word
processing, program planning/development, use of audio
visual equipment, sports leadership/organization, and group
entertainment. Certificates in CPR, First Aid, and Basic
Water Safety are recommended. Qualifications for interns
are similar, but only one year of college is required.



Recruiting and hiring - what has worked, what hasn’t.
Environmental Education Assistants - The majority of the
EEA positions are filled annually by returning candidates or
by previous program interns. At a pay rate of $10.34 per hour
plus housing there has been little difficulty filling these
positions with highly qualified persons.

Interns - In the first year of the revised program only three
interns were recruited. At that time compensation consisted
of $75 per week food allowance plus housing. Alternatives
had been investigated, such as using Empire State College or
the Student Conservation Association. These and other
recruiting services would have cost approximately $2,500 per
intern with the candidate still only receiving about $50 to $75
weekly. Given the cost of these options, it was decided in the
second year that interns would be paid a wage of $210 per
week plus housing. For a ten week season, interns would

. then earn $2,100. Over 30 students applied that year, nearly
60 applications were received the following season.
Academic integrity of the internship is maintained by
assigning academic coordination to the Chief of the Bureau of
Environmental Education, since that bureau has worked with
numerous interns over the years.

The Summer Season - The Interpreter Activity Program is
designed to enhance the campground experience. The
. program’s interpretive goals are to make campground users
more aware of the Forest Preserve setting in which they are
camping, to raise their appreciation and understanding of the
many elements that make up the Preserves, and to encourage
attitudes of stewardship toward these public resources.
Activities are conducted in a recreational setting and are
designed to be enjoyable, recreational and educational. The
program’s purpose is to provoke an interest in learning more
about the natural resources of the Forest Preserves. Offerings
are varied and balanced, consistent with the purpose of the
DEC. The program does not attempt to organize activities for
the camper’s entire stay. The aim is to enrich their Forest
Preserve experience and perhaps be a highlight of their
vacation.

Two to four activities are offered daily at each of the eight
campgrounds. While nature based programming is the
emphasis, some activities of a more general recreation
character and pure entertainment are also offered. A balanced
approach is critical. At Fish Creek Pond Campground, staff
have found that some interpretation can be worked into most
programs, but around 40% of activities need to be just plain
enjoyment. Volleyball would most likely fall into this
category and is always a popular event.

Three Special Programs and Offerings

3. The Junior Naturalist Program has become extremely
popular with our customers. In the three years it has been
offered, atotal of 7,509 journals were distributed with 4,775
children completing the journal and receiving a Junior
Naturalist patch. Program participation and completion
increased by 126% in the second year and another 25% in the
third year. In addition to the seven IAP campgrounds, seven
other facilities offered the program. These are referred to as
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JNP Satellite Facilities. This use of the JNP at Satellite sites
has enabled us to reach many children that would otherwise
not receive the benefit of the program.

Returning camping families now look forward to this
program. They anticipate new journal activities and new
patch designs. The Junior Naturalist Program is a great tool
for exposing children to the natural world. In addition, it
achieves an outstanding level of customer satisfaction. The
formation of an inter-bureau team to produce new materials
on an annual basis hds worked well. There is a continual
improvement in the quality of the journals and patches. The
IAP Committee has made specific recommendations to the
team regarding the need to present new modules every year.
With our base of returning customers, it is necessary to keep
the program fresh.

The 2000 patch features the Sugar Maple, thus portraying a
NYS symbol for the third time. Future designs will continue
to feature New York State symbols such as the Lady Bug and
Brook Trout.

Due to the high quality of the NP, other agencies and groups
-have requested use of the program. A group of State Parks
(OPRHP) in the Thousand Islands Region used the first INP
journal as a model to develop their own program and
materials. Their final product utilized the strengths of our
program, but was customized to be more appropriate to their
local area. This past summer, the Conservationist featured a
full color pullout section of the Bluebird module from the
1999 journal. Both of these uses of the JNP materials have
been good methods to better utilize the work put into
development of the program. This has also resulted in a
larger number of citizens benefitting from the program.
These outgrowths are a genuine example of the value of the
JNP. To foster a continuation of this type of material use,
specific guidelines have been recommended by the committee
and approved by Central Office. These guidelines will
preserve the integrity of the JNP as it is offered at the
campground level, while at the same time allowing materials
to be shared with others.

4. Adventure Discovery Packs - A day pack containing
family activity suggestions, small field equipment and field
guides is available at each campground. Campers can sign
these out on a daily basis. Although actual use was low, the
packs were enjoyed by the campers who used them. Despite
low utilization of the packs, this opportunity will continue to
be offered, as it is an excellent method for families to interact
with nature. Little staff time is required to make the packs
available.

5. Outreach - For a second year, existing IAP staff traveled
to nearby campgrounds to conduct activities. There were six
campgrounds that received the benefit of the Outreach
project; 664 campers attended a total of 63 activities
presented on 28 program days. This is a good method to
expose more of our customers to the natural environment
without the cost of a full scale set-up. The Outreach project
will continue much as it has for the last two seasons.
Additional interns at selected IAP sites would allow for



Outreach activities at an increased number of campgrounds.
This method of expansion may be considered if additional
growth is desired in the future. Concerns with the Outreach
project are transportation difficulties and reduction of staff
time at the main campgrounds.

Program Evaluation, Expansion, and Change
Every camping party at each campground receives a Camper

Comment Card to rate their stay. Included on the cards are
remarks about the JAP. The following are excepts:

. From Mongaup Pond: “Jill, the recreation
coordinator, was great! Very helpful and friendly.”
. From Fish Creek Pond: “Recreation staff was
great. Canoe guide was excellent - kids had fun.”
. From Moffitt Beach: “Excellent program! We

feel that Dan Connor did a great job with the
recreation program.” “I really liked the rec.
program, it was excellent!”

. From Cranberry Lake: “We really enjoyed your
DEC Recreation Program - very informative.”
“Our daughter received her Jr. Conservation Patch
(JNP), and it made her day!”

The program undergoes continual internal review. Seasonal
staff members are given the opportunity to evaluate training
sessions and near the end of the program season they are
requested to complete a comprehensive year end evaluation.
Regional managers observe activities and meet with staff at
the campgrounds on a regular basis. Their observations are
collectively reviewed each Fall. Throughout the off-season,
the IAP Committee meets to plan for the next summer.

Improvements and changes have been made regularly
throughout the last four years. The most notable expansion of
service to the public has been through the Outreach project
and use of the Junior Naturalist Program at satellite facilities.
During the 2000 season the IAP will be expanded to include
Luzern Campground in the southeastern Adirondacks.

In December of 1999 the entire staff from both the Bureau of
Recreation and the Bureau of Environmental Education met
for a brainstorming session on how to broaden the partnership
which has been established. A number of ideas surfaced
which may prove to be of mutual benefit.
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Summary

In a world of advancing technology, it will be important for
this program to stay current. At this point, equipment for
program presentations is being upgraded. With the strong
bond formed between seasonal staff members, electronic
communications are being enhanced so that program
experience and knowledge can be easily shared. As with
most things, technical changes will probably have an effect on
this program. The challenge will be to adjust to this change,
while at the same time maintaining an outdoor, nature based
program, not letting technology detract from hands-on
learning.

After three camping seasons, the IAP has effectively made the
transition from a mostly recreation/entertainment program to
a more balanced format. The recreation base has been
maintained, while at the same time the percentage of

" interpretive activities has increased. The interpretive portion

of the program-blends elements of recreation/entertainment
into the environmental education experience. This blend of
activities has enabled the program to meet the goals and
objectives set forth in October 1996.

Comments from our customers illustrate the positive affect of
the IAP. The Department is proud of the success that has
been achieved by the program. The ground work that has
been established will carry over for many years to come. By
working to achieve the goals of the program, the Bureau of
Recreation and the Bureau of Environmental Education will
continue to contribute to the Mission of the DEC.

The Interpreter Activity Program continues to expand its
range of influence to an increasing number of Forest Preserve
users. By giving the public an increased sense of the natural
world, the program fosters a commitment to the Forest
Preserve and other outdoor areas.

NOTES

1. 1969 Amendment to Article XIV of the New York State
Constitution

2. New York State Conservation Department Annual
Report to the Legislature 1935, 1936, 1937



DON’T BE THRU-HIKING; START UHIKING™
Kirk D. Sinclair
Executive Director, Teaching Refreshing Alternatives In

Leaming (T.R.A.LL.), Inc.,
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Abstract: Our National Scenic Trails help to protect
wilderness and rural culture, while at the sare time
providing benefits to outdoor recreationists. Thru-hiking is
an outdoor recreational pursuit that involves hiking
“through” the entire length of a National Scenic Trail. A
support network exists for hopeful sojourners desiring to
thru-hike that captivates their interest, offers incentives,
establishes a fraternity, and assists in the planning and
implementation of a thru-hike. This has led to thousands of

- hikers congregating at the same end of a National Scenic
Trail at around the same time, out of which only a few
complete the journey. The majority of these sojourners
drop out, but until they do both natural and cultural
resources. suffer from overuse and abuse. We need an
alternative to thru-hiking which will promote local
greenways and trails as a training ground prior to utilizing
National Scenic Trails. T.R.A.LL., Inc. promotes the
concept of Uhiking™ as an alternative to thru-hiking.
Uhiking®™™  would help take the pressure off National
Scenic Trails, promote stewardship through increased user
interaction with local greenways and trails, and provide a
wilderness journey designed to particularly meet the needs
of the sojourner. We call for the establishment of a support
network for Uhiking®™ with much of the same elements of
a thru-hiking support network.

Our National Scenic Trails are considered part of our
natural crown jewels under the jurisdiction of the National
Park Service. A National Scenic Trail generally traverses
many states over a long distance. Where these trails go
through some National Parks such as Yosemite (Pacific
Crest Trail), Yellowstone (Continental Divide Trail), or
Shenandoah (Appalachian Trail) they receive millions of
visitors yearly, mostly as dayhikers. But the long distances
these trails cover invite long distance hikers as well. Thru-
hiking refers to the outdoor recreational pursuit of hiking
“through” the entire length of a National Scenic Trail.
Though thru-hiking accounts for only a small percentage of
the trail use for any season in most areas along a National
Scenic Trail, it accounts for a high percentage at the ends of
National Scenic Trails at certain times.

The actual and potential congestion of thru-hikers at the
ends of National Scenic Trails creates a natural resource
management problem. Regulatory approaches such as user
- fees, or limiting the number of thru-hikers who can begin
their journey each day, have been proposed as solutions.
We introduce a new concept for wilderness recreation,
Uhiking®™, as an alternative to regulation that combines
incentives and education as a solution. Uhiking™ promotes
the benefits for which National Scenic Trails were
designed, enhances the benefits obtained from wilderness
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journeys, and suggests a new paradigm for land
stewardship.

National Scenic Trail Benefits

Benton MacKaye was a forester and regional planner
whose vision gave rise to the Appalachian Trail, the first
officially recognized National Scenic Trail. MacKaye
noticed that development in the eastern United States
followed transportation corridors. In his book, The New
Exploration, he referred to this development as a
metropolitan invasion, and noted that the Appalachian
highlands acted as a barrier to normal transportation routes
and, hence, a barrier to the invasion. The purpose of our
first recognized National Scenic Trail, in MacKaye's view,
was to help preserve this existing barrier that could “dam
the urban tide.”

MacKaye suggested three benefits that would result from
instituting a long-distance trail along the length of the
Appalachian highlands. These are:

¢  protection of natural resources;

e  protection of cultural resources; and

e  opportunities for outdoor recreation.

The first two benefits, the protection of both wilderness
and a rural culture, are indigenous to the Appalachian Trail
corridor. However, continuing with a plant species
metaphor, the third benefit can be considered exotic. As
MacKaye prophesied in his vision, the bulk of outdoor
recreationists come from the metropolitan areas outside the
trail corridor, seeking those indigenous benefits no longer
available to them in their own environment. These people
are exotics in the sense of being outsiders “invading” the
corridor to reap their benefits. Just as with plant exotics,
the invasions of outdoor recreationists present a threat to
the indigenous resources. Large numbers of people, even
as ~visitors, degrade both wilderness and rural
environments. As the recognition of our National Scenic
Trails has increased larger numbers of outdoor
recreationists have visited them in quest of a wilderness
journey.

Wilderness Journey Benefits

A variety of goals lead outdoor recreationists to attempt a
long-distance wilderness journey. Many seek to meet a
challenge, such as completing the entire distance of a
National Scenic Trail. Intangible goals, such as self-
discovery, motivate many as well. Some want an
adventure, without specific concern as to the journey’s end.
Also less concerned about the journey’s end are those who
seek an alternative lifestyle, to simply get away from the
“rat race.”

Any of these goals can be achieved through more
convenient means. There are other ways to tackle arduous
challenges without leaving your job. One does not have to
acquire a disgusting look and smell, soaked with dirt-caked
sweat and little opportunity for bathing, while on a path
towards self-discovery. Adventure can be found without
doing the same repetitious act of putting one foot in front of



the other, day after day after day, for great many hours each
day. One can get away from the “rat race” without
requiring a 5000-calorie per day diet.

These are not trivial drawbacks, as evidenced when nine
out of ten people who attempt a thru-hike on the
Appalachian Trail drop out, most during the first few
weeks. Why do. so many make the attempt in the first
place? The answer lies in the support network established
by trail organizations that promote long-distance journeys.

The Thru-Hiker Support Network

Many thru-hikes of the Appalachian Trail have been
published. While these accounts may not be as gripping as
Shackleton’s Antarctica Expedition or Krakauer’s climb of
Everest, for a similar reason they provide the hopeful
sojourner a more probable avenue to pursue a dream. After
doing a little research, these hopeful sojourners find that
logs are kept and patches given out in recognition of thru-
hikes. Directories of hiking organizations are kept with the
identifiers of which trail a member has thru-hiked.. The
hopeful sojourner discovers that he/she embarks not only
upon a new adventure, but a new fraternity.

The hopeful sojourner proceeds to obtain planning
materials that have been tailored specifically to the needs of
a thru-hiker. Trail guides focus only on a particular section
of National Scenic Trail, such as the Maine section of the
Appalachian Trail. Companion guides provide details for
all the services—showers, supplies, even handouts of free
food-—which can be found along the journey. Data guides
provide mileages for the whole trip in one single,
lightweight pamphlet.

The hopeful sojourner finally embarks upon the thru-hike
and, in the case of the Appalachian Trail, soon finds a trail
elaborately blazed—so that even the guidebook or data
guide is unnecessary—while shelters exist at frequent
intervals. With such a support network encouraging a
specific endeavor no wonder thousands of people begin a
thru-hike, and no wonder thousands drop out after having
unrealistic expectations. Yet before thousands drop out of
an Appalachian Trail thru-hike, places such as Springer
Mountain, Georgia feel the full brunt of both their numbers
and inexperience.

Problems Caused by Thru-Hiking

Something as long as the Appalachian Trail requires more
than one season to hike. This suggests an optimum
timeframe for completing a thru-hike, one that helps the
thru-hiker avoid areas that receive much snowfall during
the cold seasons. On the Appalachian Trail thousands of
hopeful sojourners converge upon Springer Mountain to
begin their thru-hikes in the months of March and April,
late enough to avoid heavy snow in the Smoky Mountains
yet early enough to avoid snow in the northernmost states.
Appalachian Trail lands a few hundred miles north of
Springer Mountain suffer from this congestion of thru-
hikers. Trash, bootleg campsites, human wastes, and
eroded trail are among the litany of natural resource abuses
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caused by too many people in the same area at the same
time.

Abuses to cultural resources result as well. Some thru-
hikers have acted as if the services listed in their
companion guides are an entitlement, rather than a gesture
of good will offered by locals. The Appalachian Long-
Distance Hikers Association (ALDHA) has initiated an
Endangered Services Campaign to offset the services now
being withdrawn by indigenous people fed up with the
antics of thru-hikers rudely taking their services for
granted.

Ironically, a problem of neglect also results from the
emphasis upon thru-hiking. As more attention 'and
resources become focused upon National Scenic Trails, less
becomes available for local greenways and trails. Yet these
are the areas most in need of our attention. The health of
our environment depends not upon how we treat isolated
pockets of preserved wilderness, but how we all leam to
care for our own backyards everywhere. While MacKaye
had a good idea in conceiving his “dam” to the urban tide,
we should not abandon our consideration for the natural
resources within metropolitan areas.

Trail organizations are aware of the problems being caused
by too many thru-hikers. They also are aware that long-
distance journeys provide life-changing experiences for
people, who then contribute to the future support and
protection of a National Scenic Trail. Thus, the support
network for thru-hiking continues. These combined
consequences of overuse and protection created a Catch-22
situation that led National Park Service managers toward
regulation as a solution. During the spring of 1999 they
limited the daily numbers of thru-hikers who could begin
their hike from Springer Mountain. Regulation is nobody’s
favorite means of resolving a conflict. More preferable
would be an alternative outdoor recreational pursuit that
utilized National Scenic Trails for life-changing
experiences, yet avoided the overuse that results from
congregating thousands of hopeful sojourners.

Stewardship and Manners

Another argument offered in support of promoting National
Scenic Trails and other areas of fine wilderness is that these
beautiful places will inspire us to become better stewards of
the land. In theory, local trails and greenways benefit as
well by the promotion of thru-hiking and National Scenic
Trails because the stewardship principles learned by awe-
inspired users will be later transferred to these local areas.
This premise has a serious flaw, the illogical assumption
that becoming good stewards best occurs away from home.

Land stewardship has much in common with good
manners. Courtesy and respect provides the foundation for
both, and both seek to avoid the negative impacts of being
greedy and messy. If we want to provide an experience for
outdoor recreationists that encourages stewardship, we can
learn much from what we know about good manners.



Most of us do not bring our kids to fine public places with
the intent of teaching them good manners. While the
atmosphere of a quality restaurant may be conducive
towards applying manners, such manners are better learned
at home first for two reasons. One, the negative impacts of
failing to apply manners at home affect fewer people. Two,
the benefits of applying good manners at home provide
more direct positive reinforcement to the learner. You can
leave your mess behind at the restaurant; you have to live
with the mess you create at home.

For similar reasons, National Scenic Trails should not be
considered appropriate for indoctrinating stewardship
values. Local greenways and trails are better venues for
learning stewardship values because the consequences of
failure are more dispersed, which decreases the impact in
terms of extent and who is affected. The use of local
greenways and trails as stewardship training grounds also
provides more direct feedback for outdoor recreationists.
You can leave your mess behind on a National Scenic Trail
for National Park Service employees or regional volunteers
to clean up. You have to live with the mess you create on a
local trail, or you are more likely to be personally
acquainted with the local volunteer responsible for cleaning
up after you.

Thus, if we seek an alternative to thru-hiking that still
promotes National Scenic Trails, we would be well served
if such an alternative promotes local greenways and trails
as well, especially as the training ground to acquire
stewardship values in prelude to reaching the National
Scenic Trail.

The Uhiking™ Alternative

T.R.A.LL., Inc., as an educational nonprofit organization
committed both to providing quality wilderness journeys
and protecting the quality of wilderness, proposes
Uhiking™ as the alternative needed to address the problems
with thru-hiking.

The U in Uhiking™ is a figurative representation of a
Uhiker’s journey. A section of National Scenic Trail
provides the backbone for the U, while local or regional
greenways and trails are utilized as approach and departure
routes, forming the arms of the U. The U also signifies that
YOU, the sojourner, designs a unique journey.

For example, T.R.A.LL., Inc. will embark upon our first
official Uhike*™ this summer. Disadvantaged youth and
adult mentors will form a community of -wildemess
sojourners that will canoe the Connecticut River from near
the Canadian border down to Hanover, NH. There we will
hook up with the Appalachian Trail, the backbone of our
Uhike®™, and backpack from Hanover down to Kent, CT.
From Kent we will complete our journey by canoeing down
the Housatonic River to Long Island Sound. Our journey
will help promote the Housatonic Riverbelt Greenway
efforts currently underway.

Our Uhiking®™® concept addresses several issues. It
challenges the notion that National Scenic Trails are
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suitable training grounds for stewardship, and alternatively
promotes local or regional greenways and trails as the place
for hopeful sojourners to learn both the skill and the ethics
requisite to their endeavor.

A Uhike®™ can be tailored to benefit the particular interests
of the sojourner. Springer Mountain, a rather nondescript
place, has little significance outside of being officially
designated as one end of the Appalachian Trail. One can
imagine hundreds of places that could serve as a more
meaningful beginning or end to a long distance hike. The
Uhike™ can accommodate multiple recreational pursuits,
such as a combined canoe and backpack journey. The
Uhike®™ can be just as long as the sojourner needs. Maybe
a journey of 2000 miles is too long, or not long enough.

Yet we chiefly promote Uhiking®™ in the spirit of
MacKaye’s vision for what a National Scenic Trail can
provide for society. Uhiking*™ would allow the “exotic”
outdoor recreationists to “invade” the National Scenic Trail
corridor without threatening the preservation of indigenous
natural and cultural resource benefits.

One single Uhike™, of course, does not remedy the
problems caused by thru-hiking. Uhiking™ requires a
support network as well, to attract sufficient numbers of
outdoor recreationists that will alleviate the impacts of thru-
hiking.

The Uhiking®™" Support Network

Upon the return from our first official Uhike™, T.R.ALL.,
Inc. will use the journey to help initiate our Uhiking™™
support network. We will use trail, wilderness, and/or
recreation conferences as forums for promoting the
concept, as well as devoting our web site to that cause.
T.R.A.LL. will offer Uhiking™ patches based upon mileage
(e.g., a 500-mile or a 2,000 mile patch) and keep official
logs of Uhikers and Uhikes™. In the future we will feature
a “Uhike of the Year” out of those journeys brought to our
attention, and arrange for the journey’s account to be
published. T.R.A.LL. will facilitate a Uhiker’s Conference,
when enough Uhikers exist to make such an event
rewarding.

But T.R.ALL, Inc. can not act alone in our efforts to
promote Uhiking®™. We can work with existing trail
organizations, such as the Appalachian Trail Conference, to
set up Uhike logs of their own, to further promote the
Uhiking®™ concept, and to eventually downplay thru-hiking.
We will work with the affiliated municipal or nonprofit
agencies to draw attention to their greenways and trails
used for the purpose of Uhiking™™.

A successful support network will need to go beyond such
efforts even further. Trail guides with a specific National
Scenic Trail as a theme need to be replaced by guides with
a region of trails as the focus. Some of the volunteer labor
that goes into constructing shelters with frequency along a
National Scenic Trail should be diverted to the local or
regional trails, with the effect of making the local trails
more attractive, particularly to hopeful sojourners.



Fortunately, only the Appalachian Trail now attracts
thousands of thru-hikers to a particular place and time. But
the numbers of thru-hikers are increasing for other trails as
well. Constructing a Uhiking™ support network will take
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time. Now is the time to start, with the intent that in a few
years the flood of thru-hikers can be significantly
diminished in some places, and effeclively prevented in
others.
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Abstract: Information technology is here. How we as
natural resource providers, researchers and users decide to
use it responsibly is up to us. This study presents the facts
of information technology and how to use this technology
to develop connections between individuals, natural
resources, and recreation. Three categories that were
explored are (a). an overview of information technology
and recreation and tourism, (b) National Park Service
interpretation programs, and (c) computer-based learning
and education programs.

Introduction

Most Americans cannot imagine their lives without some
form of technological interaction. Communication,
education, and research have been advanced through
technology. But how can technology fit with America’s
cultural, historic, and natural resource heritage? This
question is explored in the following three categories: an
overview of information technology and recreation and
tourism, National Park Service interpretation programs, and
computer-based learning and education programs. .

Most National Parks provide an on-line tour for potential
visitors. Therefore, some interpretation of the parks is done
before-they reach the site. However, it is important to
distinguish between simply providing information' versus
interpretation on the web. Visitors to National Park
Services are expecting an educational, exciting and
stimulating experience. Interpretation has traditionally
accomplished this through a talk given by a naturalist or
ranger, displays of photos and artifacts created on-site or
through slide shows, among other methods. However,
technology has changed the way interpretation is presented.
The example provided will be using research technology
during interpretive programs at Isle Royale National Park.

The computer-based training program is used as a major
tool for educational programs and distance learning.
Nature centers, gardens, and parks are increasingly using
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computer based programs to teach youth about the natural
environment. However, how can one combine
technologies with the natural environment so that youth
learn the difference between the out of doors and what is
portrayed on a computer screen? An example is provided
from the Michigan 4H Children's Garden.

An overview of IT

Information technology (IT) is a broad subject of managing
and processing information. The first section of this paper
is to provide an overview of information technology and its
applications in the field of recreation and tourism. Because
IT changes so rapidly, new applications are available
everyday. The example provided today maybe obsolete
tomorrow. Managers of recreation and tourism should
update their knowledge of IT and be informed of the latest
applications.

Facts of IT
To realize what IT is and what IT can do for us, it is helpful
to see what are the impacts of rapid creation and adoption
of IT on the global market. Information technology has
been a buzz term for the past decade and is one of the most
important components of management systems. The
following facts are provided to illustrate how IT has
become part of our life in a very short period of time.

e  Between 1995 and 1998, IT accounted for about 8% of
U.S. GDP and contributed on average 35% of the
nation’s real economic growth (US Department of
Commerce, 1999).

e 56% of U.S. companies will sell their products online
by 2000 (NUA Internet survey, 1999).

e 50% of the U. S. workforce will be employed by
industries that are either major producers or intensive
users of information technology products and services
by 2006 (NUA Internet survey, 1999).

¢ 16.5 million U.S. adults have used the Internet or an
online service to make travel reservations in 1999.
This is up 146% from the 6.7 million adults in 1998
(Travel Industry Association, 2000).

¢  Revenues of on-line travel doubling each year,
expected to hit $16 billions by 2003 (Jupiter
Communications, 1999).

There were only 3 million people connected to the Internet

‘and were only 26,000 domain names in use worldwide in

1993. However, 80 million Americans were connected and
approximately 200 million peopte worldwide in 1999.
Currently, there are 5 million web sites and more than 800
million pages on the web (US Department of Commerce,
2000). All of these facts about IT point to one fact- like it
or not, IT has become one of the most important forces in
the market.  Being a manager in the field of recreation and
tourism, the question becomes not whether, but how to
adapt IT as a management tool for your agency.

Information Technology

Information Technology involves an array of modern tools
that support information communication and data
management. These tools include computer hardware,
software, ~ network, video and audio devices,



telecommunications, satellite conferencing, and other
media. The definition of IT, according to ZDNET, is
“...refers to the broad subject of managing and processing
information, especially within a large organization or
company. Because computers are central to information
management, computer departments' within companies and
universities are often called IT departments. Some
companies refer to this department as IS (Information
Services) or MIS (Management Information Services).”
(ZDNET, 2000). In short, we can say that IT is any
technology that allows for the creation, management, and
communication of information (Bryan and Yeung, 1999).
In general, IT consists of four components that function as
an integrated data management tool:

Data Collection (Input)

Data Management

Data Processing & Analysis

Presentation (Output)

None of these components are new inventions to the world.
However, IT brings new concepts to these approaches and
advances the whole process. The inventions of computer
and the applications of the Internet have significantly
reduced the time and cost of data collection. The
Computer-Assisted Telephone Interview (CATI), for
instance, has been used by many recreation and tourism
agencies to collect user information. Survey through the
Internet and E-mail is another example of how IT can help
collecting data more efficiently.

Database management is probably one of the most
important components for any recreation and tourism
management. Tremendous amounts of data are regularly
updated and maintained for three elements in recreation and
tourism- users, programs, and facilities. The computer has
replaced pencils and index cards in managing database in
terms of tracking customer preferences, facilities and
programs usage, updates and maintenance. Take the
reservation system as an example. All the information can
be saved and maintained in a central location for easier
retrieval and update. By using the internet and/or intranet
communication, a gate keeper of a campground in a remote
area can update their inventory on her computer in real
time. All the reservation information can get updated no
matter if the campers call the toll free number and make
reservations or just show up and make the reservation at the
gate.

IT also makes data processing and analysis easier than it
used to be. Today any desktop computer can perform
sophisticated tasks that only mainframe could do ten years
ago. Some of the most popular applications include
Spreadsheets  (Excel), database (Access), and statistical
packages (SPSS, SAS, Systat, etc.). These programs help
managers to analyze data more efficient and effective than
ever.

The presentation has been better and easier because of IT.
All these word processing applications have helped in
preparing, editing and formatting documents. The use of
PowerPoint for business presentation provides both visual
and sound effects. With web pages and portable document
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format files, the- output can virtually target as many
audiences as desired.

T reation Tourism

In general, IT increases productivity and efficiency,
changes the way we do business, helps make better
decisions, and makes the “global village” possible.” The
following two examples illustrate how IT has been utlllzed
in the field of parks and recreation.

National = Park
Interpretation

Service- _ Natural  Resources

When Americans think of their National Parks, an image of
the Park Ranger is one that often comes to mind. For many
visitors, the Ranger campfire program was and still is one
of the main sources of information and interpretation of the
Park unit that they are visiting. It can be said that Ranger
interpretation remains the most public and identifiable
component of the National Park Service (NPS). For the
purpose of this paper, interpretation can be defined as a
method for “people (to) communicate the significance of
cultural and natural resources” (Knudson et al., 1999, p. 4).
Traditionally, National Park interpretation has been
performed by naturalists or Park Rangers referred to as
interpreters. These interpreters provide programs, exhibits,
and educational - opportunities for the public
(Mackintosh,1986). .

The Isle Royale project suggests a different educational and
interpretive approach within the NPS because it involves
natural resource researchers presenting the results of their
research directly to the public rather than presentations by
NPS interpreters. For many years, researchers in cultural
resources have presented their findings directly to the
public in many settings, but public presentations are more
unusual for the natural resources researcher. This project is
referred ‘to as a “new-old approach” in recognition of
interpretation done by researchers in other fields. For
example, interpretation has been done by cultural
researchers in Michigan at Fort Michilmackinac for forty
years (DNR, interview 1999). There are park units that
have a few presentations by researchers during a-season,
but none to my knowledge are attempting the numbers of
programs that the Isle Royale project has already
successfully accomplished. There are also a small number
of NPS units that are starting to suggest an incorporation of
researchers into their interpretive programs (NPS,1999).

Isle Royale was authorized as a National Park in 1931 as
one of the nation’s first nature parks rather than a scenic
park (Runte, 1997). Isle Royale National Park is an
archipelago of 400 islands, located within the northwest
corner of Lake Superior. The islands, which include the
largest island in Lake Superior, vary in size from over 40
miles in length to only a few square feet (NPS, 1995). In
addition to the islands, the National Park Service manages
the surface of Lake Superior four and one-half miles out
from the shoreline. This results in approximately 80% of
the Park consisting of water (Isle Royale National Park
Pamphlet, 1996). The total area of the Park is
approximately 571,790 acres of which approximately



133,782 acres are land. (National Park Service, 1995). In
1976, 98% of the land area of the Park was designated as
Wilderness by the federal government; this percent has
since been increased to 99% (NPS, 1995). Today, Isle
Royale National Park remains one of the largest federally
designated wilderness areas in the Midwest. In 1980, the
United Nations declared the Park an International
Biosphere (DuFresne 1991). This designation is one
indicator of the importance of the natural resources in. this
Park for the world. Isle Royale National Park is one of the
least visited Parks in the National Park system, due in part
to the difficulty in traveling to it. The total number of
annual visitors is less than 20,000 (Isle Royale Report,
1999).

This project involves the presentation of a new format of
interpretive programs on board the ship Ranger III as it
crosses Lake Superior with Isle Royale National Park
visitors. Ranger III is a 165-foot ship operated by the
National Park Service and carries up to 125 passengers per
six hour trip. This ship makes approximately 64 round
trips from Michigan to Isle Royale National Park per
season. Park Interpretive Programs traditionally have been
offered to the visitors by a Ranger to prepare them for their
visit to this wilderness National Park. These Ranger
programs have presented topics such as rules/regulations of
the Park, safety, and low impact camping. Since 1996,
programs have been expanded to include presentations by
researchers discussing the results of their research at Isle
Royale. The topics of those presentations have included
wolf-moose balance, climate change and loon research. The
impact of these presentations by researchers on visitors’
knowledge and attitudes has not yet been studied. During
the summer of 1999, researchers used a large screen
television and a computer to display their research directly
to the public as part of their interpretive presentations.
These presentations incorporating technology through the
use of computers (PowerPoint) and being able to display
research as it is generated is unusual in the field of
interpretation. Researchers onboard the Ranger III present
their data directly to the public as soon as they receive it.
For example, Lake Superior water study data is collected
from the Ranger IIl using probes. These probes are
dropped into the lake and transmit their data directly to the
researchers onboard who then display it to the public.

I believe this project will be of interest and benefit to at
least three groups. First, the National Park Service will be
able to better understand the public’s ability to learn from
interpretive programs and therefore be able to add to the
present formats of programs being presented. The second
group that could benefit are the researchers and their
related institutions. They will have a better understanding
of useful approaches to the public in presenting their
research. Finally, the public may develop a greater
understanding of and interest in the research that is
occurring in the National Parks. Through that
understanding, there may be a change in behaviors that
adversely affect the Parks and their resources. Additionally,
the public may become more supportive of the financial
needs of the Park Service. A visitor to Isle Royale National
Park wrote the following to the Park Superintendent, “I
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believe the National Parks were created under the same
guidelines as the Constitution. They were created by the
people for the people. If the people do not feel welcome,
they will cease to come. If they cease to come, they will
cease to bring their children. These children will be the
ones who will inherit Isle Royale. If they do not know her,
when the time comes for funding cuts, they will not hesitate
killing something they do not know” (Personal letter,
1998).

One side benefit of this research project is that it is not
limited to a narrow field of interest but rather it could
appeal to anyone who wants their research better
understood by the public. Additionally, researchers may
find it beneficial to meet with other researchers as a result
of these presentations. Finally, the public may be the
biggest beneficiary of this project. Last summer after
participating in one of the “real time” programs, an
individual exclaimed that it was the first time he had been
treated like an adult in a National Park interpretive program
in several years. He concluded by saying that unless you
are exposed to programs that are over your head you will
not learn.

Miciligan 4H Children's Garden

Rapid technology changes and widespread use of
computers are challenging the natural resources interpretive
field on the traditional ways of communicating messages.
Electronics and the Internet are changing the way in which
communications media is presented. Children are growing
up in a sophisticated world of advanced technology in
which they want stimulation and excitement. Technology
is being utilized more than ever as an educational tool, as a
means of communication, during leisure activities, and also
for fun. In a study published by Marketing Week (1998),
eight out of ten seven to 17 year olds have used screen-
based technology during the period of one week for playing
games, accessing information, word-processing or
calculation.

American youth are savvy when it comes to technology.
They are aware of new products, can easily learn how to
operate technological gadgets, and are accustomed to using
technology as a means towards education. While many
youngsters use technology for fun and games, many are
utilizing the Internet and computer software for academic
use. They are also becoming accustomed to learning via
current technologies. Following this trend, nature centers,
gardens, and parks are increasingly using computer-based
programs to teach youth about the natural environment.
The challenge lies in assembling the appropriate
combination. of technology and the natural environment so
that youth can learn the difference between the out of doors
and what is portrayed on a computer screen.



Definition of interpretation

"An educational activity which aims to reveal meanings
and relationships through the use of original objects, by
firsthand experience, and by illustrative media, rather than
simply to communicate factual information."

—Freeman Tilden, 1957

This definition is encompassed in the interactive computer
programs now being offered at the Michigan 4-H
Children’s Garden. The garden was established for the
enjoyment and education of youth in the activity of
gardening. However, many lessons related to the natural
environment and science can be learned through gardening.
Therefore, the garden uses itself as the original object,
provides firsthand experience and learning to children and
uses the computer program as the illustrative media to
covey its educational message. The technology applied at
the Michigan 4-H Children’s Garden utilizes the principles
of interpretation and has added it’s own technological
principles of interpretation communication.
Interpretation Principles:
1) Relate the program to the interests of the
audience .
2) Earich the program with knowledge of the
subject being presented
3) Don’t just talk to the audience, create a
story, present the material in an artistic
fashion
4) Stimulate curiosity of the audience, make
them want to ask questions, DON’T provide
all of the answers through instruction
5) Address the whole story, situation, and
process of the subject being presented
6) Adapt the program to the audience

Technology is an  infrastructure  for
communications.  When combining a natural resource
based program and technology keep the following ideas in
perspective:

1) Technology should be integrated with the learning
experience, not considered an “add on” to the program

2) Technology enhances the participants experience by
providing an additional dimension of exploration of
the environment they might not find by “just looking”

3) Technology can provide a live group experience

4) Technology enhances the learning experience

5) Technology overcomes barriers of time and space

6) Technology lets children use the tools a scientist
would in the process of: gathering information,
communication, data collection, data analysis, data -
presentation, and decision-making

7) Kids can imagine themselves as investigators
(http://www.4hgarden.msu.edu)

The Michigan 4-H Children’s Garden, on the campus of
Michigan State University, uses computer-based programs
to interpret the natural environment in the garden. It
encompasses the principles of interpretation and the
technological principles cited.  Two computer kiosks
resembling the garden cottage are placed in the garden, thus
integrating the program in the garden setting. The design
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of the program uses photos from the garden and real “plant
problems” that occur in the garden. Therefore, the Plant
Problems Lab computer program is using technology to
interpret the immediate surrounding environment.

The Plant Problems Lab computer program leads the users
through a series of decision-making steps to decide how
best to treat the “plant problem” in relation to how it will
affect the surrounding environment and wildlife. First, the
plant problems are introduced. A disease, an insect, and a
vitamin deficiency are the three categories of problems.
Then ways in which to treat the problems are introduced.
Do nothing, take out the plant, spray pesticides, etc. are
options given to the user. Then a matrix is set up how each
treatment will affect the local wildlife in the garden. A
dragonfly, frog, bird, butterfly, and a person are among
those affected by the treatments. When the users clicks on
one of the treatments, the matrix responds with showing
how that treatment would affect the wildlife in the garden.
The results of treatment are being presented to the user, not
the decision on which treatment to use. Therefore, the user
can use the facts to come to their own conclusions.

The computer-based programming used at the Michigan 4-
H Children’s Garden is a method in which children are
learning about the natural environment, while using the
learning style they are accustomed to. This in turn creates
enthusiasm for the subject and is also an enriching
educational experience.

Conclusion

It is important for managers in the natural resources and
recreation fields to stay updated on the developments and
applications of information technology. Marketing
strategies on the intemnet are different than those utilized in
traditional marketing styles. Managers need to know
necessary elements to provide a connection for their
customers and to create a successful program. Strategies
also need to be addressed in how to make information
technology friendlier for the user.

“The  rapid  acceleration of computer and
telecommunications technologies is a major reason for the
appreciable increase in our productivity in this expansion,
and is likely to continue to be a significant force in
expanding standards of living into the twenty-first century.”
-——Alan Greenspan, 1999

Technology is here. How we as natural resource providers,
researchers and users decide to use it responsibly is up to
us.
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MONITORING VISITOR SATISFACTION: A
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Abstract: This paper compares responses to comment
cards and more detailed on-site surveys at selected Corps of
Engineers lakes. The results shed light on the validity,
reliability, and usefulness of these alternative methods of
monitoring customer satisfaction.

Introduction

Recreation managers often conduct sporadic customer
service surveys, which provide a "snapshot" of users’
satisfaction levels at a given point in time. From this
baseline of information, decisions can be made regarding
the management of resources, such as staffing priorities,
service provision, facility maintenance and development,
and so forth. All federal land managing agencies stepped
up their efforts to assess recreational customer satisfaction
following the 1993 Presidential Executive Order on Setting
Customer Satisfaction Standards.

Recreation satisfaction can be ascertained through many
different methods. Mail-back and face-to-face surveys can
be expensive, time consuming, and somewhat intrusive to
visitors, but offer greater opportunity to understand visitor
satisfaction and the factors that may impact a visitor’s

“Titre,

experience. Comment cards are an inexpensive, quick, and
easily interpreted method. of gaining information about
management issues. A manager can make immediate
corrections if a specific issue fails to receive high marks, or
conversely, make an on-the-spot award to an employee
who is mentioned as extremely helpful, friendly, or
courteous. But it is difficult to assess the validity and
reliability of comment cards due to the limited amount of
data that are typically available. ~

The purpose of this paper is to compare the results of
comment cards and more in-depth customer satisfaction
surveys. Data were collected at U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers lakes over a four-year period (1995-1998). The
Corps began its customer satisfaction measurement
initiative in 1995 with unstructured, semi-formal interviews
of users at selected lakes. This preliminary research effort
was intended to identify what is important to Corps visitors,
and how satisfied the visitors were with the same attributes.
The following year, various satisfaction items were tested
through on-site interviews at two lakes in South Dakota
(Burns, Graefe & Thapa, 1997). In 1997, a national
customer satisfaction study was undertaken at ten Corps
lakes in - ten different states across the United States
(Graefe, Bumns, Titre & Absher, 1999). The following
year, a similar study was implemented at three lakes near
Huntington, West Virginia (Graefe, Burns, Wickham &
1999).  Concurrent with these onsite studies,
comment cards were distributed at selected lakes across the
country during the summers of 1996 through 1998,

The analysis focuses on items that are common to both the
longer, face-to-face surveys and comment cards used in the
respective study areas. 'Bivariate correlations and multiple
regression analyses were used to identify the strongest
predictors of overall quality or satisfaction within each
study.

Table 1. Analvysis’of Corps of Engineers Comment Cards, 1996-1998.

Relationship with Overall Quality Rating
Comment card items Multiple Regression Results
Zero-order Correlations (Significant Beta Weights Only)
1998 1997 1996 1998 1997 1996
Safety and security .61 ] .54 47
Park appearance .69 71 .61 21 25 . |..10
Restroom cleanliness .65 48 .59 .18 .18
Staff helpfuiness .68 .52 45 22 - .16
Condition of facilities 18 .69 .67 .18 .19 25
General park information .68 .55 .58
Water safety information 70 .55 .56 .10 .14 |
Value for fee paid 72 71 .67 .26 .29 .29
R*=77 R*=.70 R*=.63

Results services (Table 1). Multiple regression analysis shows

which combinations of items collectively yield the
Comment Cards strongest prediction of overall quality. In all three study

Corps of Engineers comment cards’ focused on eight
specific site attributes and included an overall rating for the
site. All individual comment card items were strongly
correlated with the overall quality of area facilities and
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years, various combinations of attributes (ranging from four
to six items) produced relatively strong models of overall
quality (R? ranged from .63 to .77). Certain items dropped
out of the equations because they had nothing new to



contribute beyond what was accounted for by other
variables in the regression model.

The best predictors of overall quality (significant
contribution all 3 years) include: Park appearance,
Condition of facilities, and Value for fee paid. Other good

predictors (significant two of three years) were: Restroom
cleanliness, Staff helpfulness, and Water safety
information. The weakest predictors (not significant any
year, although still strongly correlated) included: Safety
and security and General park information.

Table 2. Analysis of Huntington District Lakes survey items (1998)

Satisfaction Attributes Zero-order Significant
Correlations Beta Weights

Cleanliness of restrooms 33 20

Staff knowledge and ability to answer questions 23

Information about commercial services and rec. opportunities in the area 21

Value for fee paid .37 .23

Appearance and maintenance of the area .26

Adequate ranger/assistance patrols .28 .13

Roadside signs and directions 12 -.13

Information about usage fees for the recreation areas .20 -.15

Availability of parking spaces (car parking, boat trailer parking, etc.) .15

Staff friendliness/courtesy 12

Water safety information 21 .

Ease or convenience of paying the fee A3 .17
R*=.20

On-site Surveys

The next study examined satisfaction among visitors to
three lakes in the Corps of Engineers Huntington District
(East Lynn Lake, Grayson Lake and Beech Fork Lake). In
this case, the dependent variable was overall satisfaction
with quality of experience at the lake (a 10-point rating
scale). Attributes included 12 items representing four
domains (facilities, services, information, and fee program).
The last domain was a new one incorporated in this study.
The items were selected by lake managers in this district.

Prediction of satisfaction was not nearly as strong as for the
comment card, mainly because the dependent variable is
not measuring the same thing. For the comment cards the
dependent variable was an overall rating included at the
bottom of the list of specific site attributes. In the case of
the on-site surveys, it was a separate question asking for the
respondents’ overall satisfaction with their experience at
the lake. This question is not a direct measure of quality of
facilities, services, etc., but rather is focusing on a more
subjective measure of overall satisfaction with the
experience.

Cleanliness of restrooms and value for fee paid were
among the strongest predictors of satisfaction, which is
consistent with the comment card results. Adequate ranger
patrols and ease of paying the fee were also significant
predictors.
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The negative beta weights for roadside signs and
information about usage fees appear to be an anomaly
resulting from the combination of all variables in the
regression. The negative sign would imply that overall
satisfaction is inversely related to satisfaction with these
items, which does not make sense and is opposite of the
positive sign for the zero-order correlations for the same
items. These coefficients should be interpreted with
caution.

Basically, results reinforce the importance of restroom
cleanliness and value for fee paid. They do not support the
importance of: appearance and maintenance of the area,
ability of staff to answer questions, staff friendliness and
water safety information.

The final database examined was the 10-lake nationwide
Corps of Engineers customer satisfaction study (Graefe et
al, 1999). Like the Huntington study, this project involved

“on-site surveys with visitors at various Corps of Engineers

lakes. The list of attributes in this case included 19 items
representing the four domains of facilities, services,
information, and recreation experience (Table 3). In
addition to the 10-point overall satisfaction rating, this
survey included separate measures of satisfaction with each
of the major domains.
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Table 3 summarizes results of the nationwide study. The
19 satisfaction items were examined in relation to several
different dependent variables. The zero-order correlations
again demonstrate that all of the items were correlated to
satisfaction at relatively similar levels. The correlations
were again much smaller than for the comment cards,
because the dependent variable (overall satisfaction) is a
more global measure. The first column of regression
results (domain specific quality rating) shows the extent to
which the items within each domain predict a separate
measure of overall quality for that domain. The second
column (overall satisfaction — reduced model) shows how
the items within a domain collectively predict overall
satisfaction, and the final column (overall satisfaction —
overall model) reports how all of the items combined
relate to satisfaction. Taken together, these data may help
in selecting items to retain for future survey instruments.

The regression models for the domain specific quality
ratings were always much stronger than the ones for overall
satisfaction.  This is to be expected since the dependent
variable is conceptually much more specific relative to the
corresponding items, For some of the domains (facilities,
information), these regressions show a single item that is
clearly the strongest predictor of quality. For facilities, that
item is the appearance and maintenance of the area (Beta =
.33) ‘and for information it is current and accurate
information (Beta = .30). For the services domain, all four
items were about the same, and for recreation experience
the first two items were much stronger than the last two.

The regression models for overall satisfaction help to
distinguish between other items within the domains. For
example, in the facilities domain, adequate ranger/visitor

assistance patrols contributes more to overall satisfaction
than the remaining two items. Likewise, in the services
domain, the availability of staff to answer my questions
appears to be a stronger item than the remaining items.
Conversely, in the information domain, two items (ease of
obtaining information and safety information) appear Jjust
about equal in predictive power. Choosing between these
two items might be done by comparing their relative
performance in the other data bases.

The items that are shaded in Table 3 are recommended for
inclusion on comment cards and similar instruments.
These items showed the strongest influence in the ten lakes
study and in many cases showed consistent results with the
other databases.

Conclusion

Taking the various data sources into consideration, several
items can be recommended for further study (Table 4).
These items provide a condensed list of attributes that
represent the three domains of facilities, services .and
information. Some of the items may be expressed in
several ways, as.shown in the “alternate wording” column,
while still capturing the intent of the measure. Other items
may not clearly represent any single domain, even though
they were infended to be part of a certain underlying theme.
For example, the last three items, value for fee paid, safety
and security at the recreation area, and adequate
ranger/visitor assistance patrols, may cut across domains.
Evidence presented here suggests that these attributes are
important to visitors, even if they donot fall clearly under a
single dimension or domain.

Table 4. Recommended Satisfaction Attributes for Future Studies

Item Alternate wording Domain
Appearance and maintenance of the area Park appearance Facilities
' Condition of facilities

Restroom cleanliness Facilities
Availability of staff to answer my questions Staff helpfulness Services
Current and accurate information Information
Water safety information Information
Value for fee paid No clear domain
Safety and security at the recreation area Safety and security No clear domain
Adequate ranger/visitor assistance patrols No clear domain

No items from the fee program domain (Huntington study)
and recreation experience domain (10-lakes study) are
included in Table 4. The fee program-related items were
included in the Huntington study to accommodate” a
particular “hot issue” in that district.. These items may be
appropriate in areas with similar fee-related concerns, but
do not belong on a general list of satisfaction attributes for
outdoor recreation areas. The experiential items have not
been included on the recommended list  because this
domain probably cannot be adequately measured in a
comment card or brief survey format and  should be
included only in more elaborate customer service
instruments. ‘
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Two safety-related items (water ‘safety information and
safety and security at the recreation area) showed mixed
results in the regression analyses. These items are included
in‘the recommended list because of the overall importance
of safety in lake management. Further study of such items
is needed to identify the role of safety in visitor satisfaction
and the conditions under which safety is most critical.

Items listed in‘Table 4 should be considered a starter list for
future customer service studies. Some of the items (e.g.
water safety information) are clearly limited to water-based
applications, while others may be more generic to any type
of recreation area. These items might provide a “short list”



for a comment card application or a “starter list” for a more
in depth study.
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