VES Civic Engagement (Sept/Oct 2020) Introduction (Dana)

To help set the foundation for this conversation, I’m going to provide you a snapshot of the current conditions at these locations. But, before we get there, I want to start by emphasizing why this work matters and why we need your help. And, I’m going to sum that up with three points:

1) One. This park is full of amazing resources well worth protecting. We care for some of our America’s best treasures. We’re the keeper of the stories about the people who lived in the mountains and the diversity of life found within them. We study these resources, we protect them, and we share them.
2) The second point is that sharing can be hard. Last year we shared the Smokies with millions of visitors with over 12.5 million visits. This is both inspiring and daunting. And it raises some very real challenges that can bring tension. 
3) And, the third point, is that it’s time to pay attention to the tension.
We are mission driven to provide high quality visitor experiences while still protecting the very resources people have come to enjoy. Over the years, we’ve applied band-aid fixes to help manage crowds and congestion. It’s time to peel off the band-aid and dive deep into discussions about the current state of the park experience and our desired park experience. 

· Vision Slide: Let’s start by focusing on these amazing resources. Great Smoky Mountains National Park is an Appalachian mountain sanctuary where life thrives, science advances, and cultural connections resonate.
This is our vision. We believe it to be true and we want to sustain it.
· Wildflower: Life Thrives here: The Smokies is one of the most biologically diverse regions in the temperate world,
·  Salamander both in terms of species number
· Beetle and abundance. And Science Advances here.  
· ATBI  More than 1,000 scientists and 200,000 students from across the world have come to study life in the park. We’ve now recorded over 20,000 different species of life found in the park alone, 1,000 of them new to science. Science advances.
· Kids on Foothills And cultural connections resonate: These mountains are a place that people have called home for thousands of years. Through our programs, people connect with the story of the Cherokee people and the mountain settlers who carved a living in the mountains.
· Cabin People connect to the stories through the historic structures we protect.
· Butterfly Connections bring people back year after year. The Smokies is a place where memories are made…
· Family Hike and traditions are born. This Smokies experience extends beyond our boundaries into our local gateway communities. 
· Gateway Slide We recognize that the park is an economic engine for our local communities and the experiences that visitors have in the park affects overall tourism.  How we manage access in the park affects our communities that depend on tourism.
· Tourism Based on 2019 visitation, over $1.1 billion in visitor spending was created in our local communities due to park visitors. The federal government provided nearly $20 million for the park’s operational budget in 2020. For every $1 invested by the government, the park returns over $50 back to the local communities. This is important.
· Foothills We want every visitor to have a high quality national park experience. We want them to experience the road less traveled,
· Debi a trail less traveled where people can have an immersive experience in the mountains, 
· campsite a peaceful campsite without the sounds and sights of where they came from,
· Laurel Falls And an Instagram worthy-moment at a special place like Laurel Falls. And, that leads us to the to the second point that sharing these special places can be hard.
· 1. Laurel Falls This is the current visitor experience at Laurel Falls.  What is the desired visitor experience here?
· 1a. Laurel Falls  This series of photos was taken on July 5, 2019. These are the people waiting to get close to the waterfall. How many people is too many? Some people want to be on the trail with other visitors, so they feel safe.
· 1b. Laurel Falls  This a continuation of that line on down the trail for a couple hundred yards. For a place like Laurel Falls, a beginner hiking experience, other hikers may be an important part of the desired visitor condition.
· [bookmark: _Hlk51141375]2. Rainbow/Trillium Here’s another busy trail destination area in the park along Cherokee Orchard Road and Roaring Fork Motor Nature Trail near the Rainbow Falls and Grotto Falls parking lots. 
· 2a. roadside damage The roadside shoulders, which are not designed as parking areas, are often left behind damaged.
· 2b.bathrooms  And, people often experience long waits to use the restrooms – even on a weekday in June as seen in this photo.
· 3. Alum/Chimney Tops The next area we want to consider is along Newfound Gap Road near the Alum Cave and Chimney Tops Trailheads. In addition to the roadside damage, we’re concerned about the long distances people are walking along the busy roadways - curvy, mountain roads with heavy traffic - just to get to the trailhead. 
· 4. Clingmans Dome The same thing is happening along Clingmans Dome Road, another place where road shoulders are becoming parking lots after the parking lot is filled.
· 4a. Bathrooms And, again, more congestion at the restroom facilities. On this busy Saturday, over 80 people were in line at one time. Is this the desired experience we want to provide for our visitors?
· 5. Deep Creek Tubers  At this next place, Deep Creek near Bryson City, people are drawn to the area to hike to waterfalls year-round and to tube during the summer…
·  5a Deep Creek Tubers 1  often creating lines of people blocking the trail to all other access on busy summer days like this one in August.
· 5b Deep Creek Parking Not only do we have congestion with roadside parking, but we also have designated picnic areas and campgrounds that become parking lots.
· 5b. Deep Creek Roadside  This Spring, we recently completed a $1.2 million rehabilitation project here to repave and repair road shoulders. It didn’t take long for people to start parking on the shoulders again.
· 5b. Deep Creek Roadside Damage  In just one busy summer, so much of this investment has been damaged.
· 6. Big Creek  Here’s another busy, summer destination. Big Creek Picnic Area and Campground which is congested due to hikers accessing the trail to the Midnight Hole waterfall.  During the summer of 2020, visitation in this area increased by over 50%. 
· 6.a Big Creek  These photos were taken this August. We often use boulders, signs, and split-rail fencing to deter roadside parking. Generally, we find that people disregard these obstacles by ignoring them, moving them, or just parking further down the road beyond the obstacles.
· 6.b Big Creek  And, this is the damage left behind.  This split-rail fence area was completely demolished at Big Creek this summer.
· 7. Cades Cove Parking And, finally, the last spot we’ll discuss today is Cades Cove. This is an area that experiences congestion primarily during the summer and fall, but also on weekends throughout the year. 
· 7a. Cades Cove Parking With frequent wildlife viewing jams, it can take 3-4 hours for visitors to drive the 11-mile loop road. Even longer in October.
· 7b. Cades Cove Parking There is often limited access to the restrooms and the historic structures at the Cable Mill area. What is the desired visitor experience here?
· 7c. Cades Cove Parking And, similar to other areas, we see roadside damage in Cades Cove, especially near popular destinations like Abrams Falls Trailhead.

It’s time to Pay Attention to the Tension
· Visitation Challenges in providing high-quality visitor experiences, services, and access is amplified by rising visitation trends. In addition, most of our infrastructure and roadways were designed (click) during the CCC era or (click) the Mission 66 era in the 1950/60s when the National Park Service made improvements in honor of the 50th anniversary of the agency. I’m not sure anyone conceived providing services and infrastructure to support 12.5 million visits. And, while engineering larger parking areas may alleviate some roadside damage, we also must consider the visitor experience and resource protection for the areas people are flocking to when they get out of their cars.
· SpurRanger And, these challenges lead to tension. Visitors are experiencing the tension. We’re feeling the tension. 
· Elk jam So, to our final point, it’s time to pay attention to the tension. 
· Our staff is certainly feeling the tension as we try to manage congestion on the backs of a smaller work force, in spite of growing visitation. (Click) 
· Staffing slide To our final point, it’s time to pay attention to the tension. Our staff is certainly feeling the tension as we try to manage congestion on the backs of a smaller work force, in spite of growing visitation. (Click) 
· [bookmark: _GoBack]Over the last decade, visitation has increased by ~32%, while our staffing has decreased by about the same amount over the same time period. (~19% decrease in staffing). During this time, we’ve applied several bandaid fixes through the use of volunteers to help manage traffic, we’ve utilized some limited shuttle operations for seasonal events like firefly viewing, and we’ve mitigated resource damage through programs like Trails Forever. With current visitation trends, it’s time to pay attention to the tension and dig deeper.
· Cliff Tops – Last Slide  We thank you for investing your time with us today in taking these next steps to address congestion. We don’t believe there is a one-size-fits-all approach that will work at all sites across the Smokies, but we believe that by working together, we can develop site-specific solutions to pilot in 2021 that will improve how visitors get to and experience some of the most iconic places in the park.
· Public lands managers across the world are using many different tools and techniques to address congestion. We are pleased to have Visitor Use Management expert, Charles Besancon, with us today and he’s going to now briefly introduce you to some ideas to consider as we work together today.


CLOSING REMARKS (Dana)
· Thank you again for investing your time today in this process.
· Thank you for your suggested solutions. We’ll be looking at these, along with coupled with desired conditions, and take a first stab at determining which solutions might be feasible to take on as pilot projects in 2021 and also which solutions may take longer to implement because they may require a higher level of study and planning. 
· Please let us know if you found our presentations about visitation, congestion, and potential congestion solutions helpful in preparing for small group sessions.
· You can expect an email from us soon with information on how to submit additional feedback through an online form in case there is something you’d like to share with us that you didn’t have the chance to share today. We will also use this same form to invite others, who weren’t able to attend today, to submit their feedback as well. 
· We are grateful for your time and energy and we’re excited to dig into the input you provided. 
· Our goal is to work hand-in-hand with employees, partners, volunteers, visitors, and our gateway communities throughout this process to alleviate congestion, improve visitor experiences, and protect resources. Your participation today was critical in this process. Thank you.
