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DEAR FRIENDS,

The National Park Service (NPS) is starting to plan for the future of Big Bend National Park and Rio Grande Wild and Scenic River. The 1981 General Management Plan (GMP) for the park and the 1981 final general management plan/development concept plan for the river are out of date, and a planning team has been formed to develop a new GMP for the park as well as a river management plan. The new plans and study will be used to guide the management of Big Bend National Park and Rio Grande Wild and Scenic River for the next 10 to 15 years. In developing these plans, NPS staff will work closely with federal, state, and local agencies, interested parties, and the general public. We want you to participate in this planning process.

The national park system represents a collection of many of the nation’s most outstanding and significant natural, cultural, historic, and recreational resources. Big Bend National Park preserves and protects more than 800,000 acres of the northern Chihuahuan Desert. The austere beauty and isolation of this region make Big Bend a destination in itself. The United States-Mexico international border lies along the middle of the deepest channel of the Rio Grande, which also comprises Big Bend’s southern boundary for 118 miles. In 1978 Congress designated 196 miles of the Rio Grande as part of the Wild and Scenic River system. Sixty-nine miles of the Rio Grande Wild and Scenic River lie within the park, and the remainder lies downstream from the park boundary. Big Bend National Park administers Rio Grande Wild and Scenic River.

The purpose of the general management plan and river management plan is to ensure that the park and river managers have a clearly defined direction to protect resources and to provide public access. Together the National Park Service, the public and other interested individuals and groups will explore ways to answer the following questions:

· What actions must we take to ensure that the park and river and its resources are protected and maintained in good condition? 

· What actions must we take to ensure that visitors and the general public learn and understand the purpose, significance, and mission of the park and river? 

· What level and type of visitor use is appropriate for the park and river? 

· How can we work effectively with partners (other interested groups and individuals) to protect the resources and increase support for the park and river? 

· How much of the Harte Ranch area of Big Bend National Park, if any, should be recommended to Congress for wilderness designation? 

You are invited to share your ideas on these and other questions with the planning team by completing and mailing the enclosed comment form. Thank you for taking the time to help us plan for the future.

Sincerely,


Frank J. Deckert, Superintendent
Big Bend National Park
Rio Grande Wild and Scenic River

Why was Big Bend National Park established?
Mission

Big Bend National Park was authorized by the Congress in 1935 to preserve and protect a representative area of the Chihuahuan Desert along the Rio Grande for the benefit and enjoyment of present and future generations. The park includes rich biological and geological diversity, cultural history, recreational resources, and outstanding opportunities for bi-national protection of shared resources.

Significance

The park is significant because it contains the most representative example of the Chihuahuan Desert ecosystem in the U.S. The park’s river, desert, and mountain environments support an extraordinary richness of biological diversity, including endemic plants and animals, and provide unparalleled recreation opportunities. The geologic features and Cretaceous and Tertiary fossils contained in Big Bend National Park furnish opportunities to study the sedimentary and igneous processes. Archeological and historic resources provide examples of cultural interaction along the Rio Grande and varied ways humans adapted to the desert environment. The river water is life-sustaining for plants, animals and human inhabitants beyond its banks. Along with the two Protected Areas for Flora and Fauna in Mexico, Maderas del Carmen and Cañon de Santa Elena, Big Bend is now part of one of the largest transboundary protected areas in North America. More than two million acres of Chihuahuan Desert resources, along with more than 200 miles of river are now under the national protection of the U.S. and Mexico.

Purpose

Big Bend National Park’s purpose is threefold:

· Preserve and protect all natural and significant cultural resources and values. 

· Provide recreational opportunities for diverse groups that are compatible with the protection and appreciation of park resources. 

· Provide educational opportunities to foster understanding and appreciation of the natural and human history of the region. 

The Rio Grande Wild and Scenic River was designated for the following purposes:

· Preserve the free-flowing condition, within restrictions of international treaties, and essentially primitive character of the river. 

· Protect the scenic, geologic, fish and wildlife, recreational, scientific, and other similar values along the riverway. 

· Provide opportunities for river-oriented recreation, which is dependent upon the free-flowing condition of surroundings the river and is consistent with the river's primitive character. 

Why was Rio Grande Wild and Scenic River established?
Mission

The Rio Grande Wild and Scenic River was authorized in 1978 to preserve and protect free-flowing and natural and scenic conditions of the river and its immediate environment for the benefit and enjoyment of present and future generations.

Significance

The Rio Grande Wild and Scenic River is significant as part of a valuable ecological system representing the major riparian and aquatic habitat associated with the Chihuahuan Desert. Spectacular river canyons, the primitive character of the river and its international flavor provide a stimulating environment for a high quality recreational and scenic experience. Protecting and managing this primitive resource provides a valuable opportunity for bi-national cooperation between the U.S. and Mexico.

Purpose

The Rio Grande Wild and Scenic River was designated for the following purposes:

· Preserve the free-flowing condition, within restrictions of international treaties, and essentially primitive character of the river. 

· Protect the scenic, geologic, fish and wildlife, recreational, scientific, and other similar values along the riverway. 

· Provide opportunities for river-oriented recreation, which is dependent upon the free-flowing condition of surroundings the river and is consistent with the river's primitive character. 

Why Develop a General Management Plan
and River Management Plan?

The last comprehensive planning effort was completed in 1981. Since that time much has changed. The park has acquired an additional 67,000 acres of land. A change in the park’s ecosystem has occurred with the increased presence of the Mexican black bear, and this new challenge calls for resource management guidance. The park also must deal with an aging infrastructure and provide appropriate guidance for negotiation of a new concession contract in 2002. A new framework for addressing these issues and managing these lands is needed. In addition, an approved plan is needed for management of the Rio Grande Wild and Scenic River.

The general management plan process provides an opportunity to create a new vision for the park’s future and define the park’s role in relation to its surrounding community, ecosystem and historic setting. The plan will provide guidance for park management, resource protection, visitor use, and appropriate facility development. The plan will determine appropriate visitor activities and use for specific sites. It will consider the park not only as a unit of the national park system, but also as a part of the surrounding region. The plan will focus on adjacent land uses within Texas and Mexico to develop an overall approach to enhance cooperation and coordination with the Mexican government and the various state agencies having jurisdiction over these lands. The river management plan will address similar issues. In addition, the river management plan will address ways to assure continued visitor access to the Rio Grande Wild and Scenic River corridor.

The final document or documents developed in this process will be firmly based on the reasons for the park and river’s establishment –their purpose, significance, and mission. The document(s) will provide general guidance for future park and river development and management decisions, but will not include specific facility designs, resolve all issues, or guarantee funding for the park.

The Planning Process

A general management plan, with a defined vision for the future, provides a practical framework for decision-making on park issues, including how to protect park resources and provide for quality visitor experiences. Producing a general management plan involves a broad range of phases consisting of various steps. During the first phase the planning team collects data, sets goals and identifies obstacles to realizing those goals. In the second phase, alternative means to achieving those goals are developed. The relative benefits and impacts (including costs) of each approach are analyzed in an environmental impact statement prepared concurrently with the plan. These optional approaches and the analysis are then presented to the public for review. In the final phase, after all parties have had a chance to comment on the analysis, an approach is selected and the plan with its impact statement is finalized and adopted.

Special Note on Planning for the Rio Grande Wild and Scenic River

The National Park Service cannot effectively manage and protect the outstanding resources of the Rio Grande Wild and Scenic River without the assistance of landowners, local governments, and other land management agencies. The river management plan for the Rio Grande is being developed through a collaborative effort. A Partnership Planning Team, representing elected officials, landowners, river users, state government, and other interested citizens is being established to provide guidance in the development of the river management plan. The team has a broad focus that includes promoting the values of partnerships and cooperative river management, providing feedback on the planning team’s work, understanding the concerns and pulse of local communities and assisting in communication to stakeholders, and serving as a channel to the public. It is anticipated the partnership planning team will work cooperatively in developing management actions. A successful river plan requires shared responsibilities in preserving and protecting resources and providing for a quality visitor experience.

How Can You Participate?

Your involvement throughout the process is a key component in the success of the final general management plan and wilderness study. You can participate in the first step of this feedback process by filling out the enclosed comment form and returning it to the NPS Planning Team by June 30, 2000. Your thoughts and concerns provide valuable information on the goals and issues to be addressed in the planning document. For more information about the planning process and park issues or additional newsletters, you can contact the park at (915) 477-2251 or logon to the Big Bend National Park home page at http://www.nps.gov/bibe/.

Also please be aware that due to the requirements of public disclosure (318 Department Manual 4 App.2.11), the National Park Service must make the names and addresses of commenters public if requested. Individual respondents, however, may request that this information not be released. The National Park Service will then determine whether the information may be withheld under the Freedom of Information Act, and will honor your request to the extent allowed by law. If you wish us to withhold your name and/or address, you must state this prominently at the beginning of your comment. We will not consider anonymous comments. We will make all submissions from organizations or businesses, and from individuals identifying themselves as representatives or officials of organizations or businesses, available for public inspection if requested.

The park will distribute newsletters at each stage of the planning and wilderness study process explaining and highlighting what has occurred, describing the next steps in the process, and providing information on public meeting schedules.

During the planning process you will have the opportunity to participate in public meetings where you can hear more about our progress and share your concerns and insights. A series of meetings to discuss the general management plan, river management plan, and wilderness study will take place in May.

Public Scoping Meetings

• May 22 At Terlingua School in Study Butte at 7:00 P.M.
• May 23 At Meeting Room A at Sul Ross University in Alpine at 7:00 P.M.
• May 24 At Sanderson Community Center in Sanderson at 7:00 P.M.
• May 25 At the State Capitol, Extension Room E2.036 in Austin at 7:00 P.M.

Step
Planning activity
What You Can Do

1
Project Startup. Assemble planning team and design the process for carrying out the project. Winter-Spring 2000)


2
We are currently in this step. Determine issues and concerns, gather and analyze information. (Summer-Fall 2000)
· Read newsletter and send us your comments 

· Attend public meetings 

3
Develop and Evaluate a Reasonable Range of Alternatives. (Winter, 2001)
· Read newsletter and send us your comments 

4
Prepare and Publish the Draft GMP/RMP/WS/EIS for public review. This describes alternatives and impacts. (Spring-Summer 2001)
· Read draft plan and send us your comments 

· Attend public meetings 

5
Revise, Publish, and Distribute the Final GMP/RMP/WS/EIS (Fall, 2001-Winter, 2002)


6
Implement the Plan. After the record of decision is issued, the plan will be carried out as funding allows. The Wilderness Study will be forwarded to the Director of the National Park Service.(Winter 2002 – Beyond)


What Happens Next?

The current public comment period will continue through early summer. In the meantime, the planning team is collecting and analyzing information about park resources, learning more about opportunities an obstacles to fulfilling park goals, and identifying the diversity of resources and visitor experiences available in the park and river areas.

After we gather data and receive your comments, we will begin to identify alternative future visions for Big Bend National Park and the Rio Grande Wild and Scenic River. These broad descriptions of desired resource conditions and visitor experiences would form the basis for the development of future alternative management strategies.

_

