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As we reflect on the tremendous success of the national park idea and its many 
contributions to society, we have cause for celebration—and action. National 
parks today serve purposes and provide benefits far broader than were envisioned 
for them a century ago. They also face threats to their survival not imagined in the 
beginning. But their mission remains fundamentally important to America, and 
grows ever more vital as ecological and social challenges demand solutions. 

One year ago, the nonprofit National Parks Conservation Association convened 
an independent commission charged with developing a 21st-century vision for the 
National Park Service and for the magnificent collection of unique places it holds 
in trust for the American people. The commission consisted of a diverse group of 
distinguished private citizens, including scientists, historians, conservationists, 
educators, businesspeople, and leaders with long experience in state and national 
government. We met five times, and heard from conservation and preservation  
experts, field staff of the National Park Service, teachers, volunteers, and groups that 
help support the work of the parks. At three additional public meetings we listened 
to the ideas and priorities of concerned citizens. Commission committees focused 
on key issues. Their reports and minutes of commission meetings are online at  



national parks second century commission Members

Co-Chairs
Howard H. Baker, Jr.
Former U.S. Senator (Republican, Tennessee)

J. Bennett Johnston
Former U.S. Senator (Democrat, Louisiana)

Linda Bilmes
Lecturer in Public Policy, Kennedy School of Government  
Harvard University

Former Assistant Secretary and Chief Financial Officer  
U.S. Department of Commerce

James J. Blanchard
Former Governor of Michigan

Former U.S. Representative (Democrat, Michigan)

Former U.S. Ambassador to Canada

Milton Chen
Executive Director 
The George Lucas Educational Foundation

Rita Colwell
Distinguished University Professor 
The University of Maryland, College Park

Former Director 
National Science Foundation

Sylvia Earle
Explorer-in-Residence 
National Geographic Society

Co-Founder and Chair 
Deep Ocean Exploration & Research, Inc.

Former Chief Scientist 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration

John Fahey
President and Chief Executive Officer 
National Geographic Society

Belinda Faustinos
Executive Officer 
San Gabriel & Lower Los Angeles Rivers & Mountains Conservancy

Victor Fazio, Jr.
Former U.S. Representative (Democrat, California)

Former California State Assemblyman

Carolyn Finney
Assistant Professor,  
Department of Environmental Science, Policy, and Management 
University of California, Berkeley

Denis P. Galvin
Former Deputy Director 
National Park Service

Maria Hinojosa
Senior Correspondent, NOW on PBS 
Public Broadcasting Service

Host, Managing Editor, Latino USA 
National Public Radio

Sally Jewell
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Recreational Equipment, Inc.

Tony Knowles
Former Governor of Alaska

Former Mayor of Anchorage

Former Chair 
Western Governors’ Association

Stephen H. Lockhart
Chairman of the Board 
NatureBridge

Regional Vice President and Chief Medical Officer 
Sutter Health

Gretchen Long
Trustee and former Chair 
National Parks Conservation Association

Trustee 
Land Trust Alliance 

James McPherson
George Henry Davis 1886 Professor of American History Emeritus 
Princeton University

Gary B. Nash
Professor Emeritus, Department of History 
University of California, Los Angeles

Sandra Day O’Connor
Associate Justice, Retired 
The Supreme Court of the United States

Jerry L. Rogers
Former Associate Director for Cultural Resources and  
Keeper of the National Register of Historic Places 
National Park Service

Peter M. Senge
Senior Lecturer, Sloan School of Management 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology

Founding Chair 
Society for Organizational Learning

Deborah A. Shanley
Dean, Brooklyn College School of Education 
City University of New York

W. Richard West, Jr.
Founding Director 
National Museum of the American Indian, Smithsonian Institution

Margaret Wheatley
Author and consultant on leadership and healthy communities

Co-Founder and President Emerita 
Berkana Institute

E. O. Wilson
Pellegrino University Professor Emeritus 
Harvard University

Loran Fraser



4

         Our spirits need the experiences  
    that the national parks o�er.  
           They help us fully understand  
      what it means to be human. 

— Commissioner John Fahey

the rugged hills of Santa Monica Mountains National Recreation Area  

in California rise above the glittering sprawl of Los Angeles. 



Ian Shive
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    There’s no better route to civic  
understanding than visiting   
      our national parks. They’re who 
we are and where we’ve been. 

— Commissioner Sandra Day O’Connor

Visitors Learn about Early Power Looms at the Boott Cotton Mills Museum  

in Lowell National Historical Park, Massachusetts.





      To lead the country in restoring  
our degraded lands and waters,  
          the National Park Service must be 
a trusted scientific authority. 

— Commissioner Rita Colwell

Students
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     You can read millions of words   
            about the Civil War. Only 
standing on the battlefields will you 
      really begin to understand it. 

— Commissioner James McPherson

A Volunteer lights candles to honor fallen soldiers  

at Gettysburg National Military Park, Pennsylvania.



12

        If we intend to protect the  
national parks in perpetuity,   
          basic finance tells us that we  
     must fund them in perpetuity.

— Commissioner Linda Bilmes

A crackling summer storm sweeps along the North Rim  

at Grand Canyon NAtional Park in Arizona.



Michael Nichols, National Geographic Stock





and that the National Park Service is 
uniquely positioned to offer creative 
responses to those challenges. 

a History oF
exPandinG service   

The earliest national parks were set 
aside within defined boundaries under  
the exclusive jurisdiction of the federal 
government. Today, many are managed 
cooperatively with state and local public 
agencies and nonprofit partners. Once 
located exclusively in remote, wild 
places, national parks now have a firm 
footing in urban areas. The National  
Park Service also has a portfolio of pro-
grams serving the public beyond the 
boundaries of the parks. The Park Ser-
vice supports others in their efforts to 
preserve significant places, designating 
them as National Historic Landmarks 
and National Natural Landmarks, and 
maintaining the country’s National 
Register of Historic Places. It offers 
grants and technical assistance, and 
supports tax incentives to states, tribes, 
and localities outside park boundaries 
to facilitate the protection of distinctive 
landscapes and the survival of great 
American stories. 

Enjoying consistent public goodwill 
for a century, the national park system  

and National Park Service have grown 
dramatically since 1916: from 14 parks, 
21 monuments, and one reservation, 
encompassing a total of six million 
acres, to 391 parks covering 84 mil-
lion acres in 49 states, the District of 
Columbia, and islands in the Pacific 
and Caribbean; from a handful of park 
wardens to a workforce of 21,000 full-
time employees; from 350,000 annual 
visits to 274 million. This extraordinary 
growth reflects a widespread and con-
tinuing recognition of the significance 
and benefits of the national park idea. 

contemPorary issues 
and oPPortunities 



16

of $9.4 million generates more than 
$83 million in visitor spending. Every 
dollar of taxpayer funds spent on the 
national parks generates four dollars in 
additional economic benefit through 
tourism and private sector spending. 
Investing in our national parks is in-
vesting in economic prosperity. 

Successfully managing park resources  
will require mastery of systems ecol-
ogy and information systems, along 
with the most current and authorita-
tive science and scholarship to support 
collaborative decision making. Robust 



together across the nation and the con-
tinent. Lived-in landscapes will be an 
integral part of these great corridors  
of conservation. 

Clearly defining itself as an educa-
tional institution, the National Park 
Service will be committed in purpose, 
organizational structure, and opera-
tions to facilitating behavior friendly to 
the Earth. As we become a more urban  
people, we must not lose our connec-
tion to the natural world. Lifelong 
learning opportunities will also foster 
engagement in the nation’s civic life. 
As the nation becomes more multicul-
tural, there is a need to instill a sense of 
common heritage as Americans. Every
one should be able to walk in the foot-
steps of our history. The Park Service 
will manifest a deep understanding 
of America’s cultural pluralism, with 
its leaders, workforce, and program-
ming reflecting that we are a nation 
of many traditions and points of view. 
The Park Service will invite all people 
to experience the parks and extend 
oppor
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Ag[P]Z�]T�/[S`WQO¸a�ab`cUUZSAg[P]Z�]T�/[S`WQO¸a�ab`cUUZS to survive as  to survive as 

a nation, memorial to soldiers who served a nation, memorial to soldiers who served 

in the cataclysm of Civil War, Gettysburg in the cataclysm of Civil War, Gettysburg 

has been cared for by the National Park has been cared for by the National Park 

Service since 1933. For decades the service Service since 1933. For decades the service 

focused on military narratives, and offered focused on military narratives, and offered 

little about why the war was fought, or how little about why the war was fought, or how 

it affected civilians whose homes and lands it affected civilians whose homes and lands 

it ravaged. An accumulation of commemoit ravaged. An accumulation of commemo--

rative works, park facilities, and adjacent rative works, park facilities, and adjacent 

commercial development threatened to commercial development threatened to 

overwhelm the historic landscape. overwhelm the historic landscape. 

But since 1997, Gettysburg has told a But since 1997, Gettysburg has told a 

bigger story, embracing the best current bigger story, embracing the best current 

scholarship and introducing the causes and scholarship and introducing the causes and 

consequences of the war into its programs. consequences of the war into its programs. 

Stories of post-war reconciliation are told in Stories of post-war reconciliation are told in 

the context of reconstruction, segregation, the context of reconstruction, segregation, 

and African-American political disenfranand African-American political disenfran--

chisement. Landscape restoration and forchisement. Landscape restoration and for--

estry work have largely reestablished the estry work have largely reestablished the 

open character of the battl �々tion�e　e t℀t�oro١指e lo�lct tàation, 々灚a  瀅퀃̀tà�、��ort�e々n, o฀吀



His portrait preserved 
at Gettysburg, Sgt. 
George Dean, 62nd  
Infantry Regiment,  
U.S. Colored Troops, 
was among 220,000 
black men, two-thirds 
former slaves, who 
served in the Union 
Army. Dean survived 
the war and went home 
to Missouri, where 
members of his regi ment 
helped fund a school for 
freed slaves—now 
Lincoln University.



20

From Arctic seashores in Alaska to an 
African burial ground in New York, 
we have continued to set aside special 
places, and commit ourselves to their 
care, for the betterment of all. Growth 
and change have been the rule in the 
national park system from the begin-
ning, and understanding something 
of that history provides an enlighten-
ing perspective on the present, and  
informs our sense of what is possible 
for the future.

Establishing A Pattern  
of Expansion

�e earliest na



New parks have also been created to 
protect precious—but less tangible—
aspects of our shared heritage. Weir 
Farm National Historic Site in Con-
necticut preserves a landscape key to 
the development of American Impres-
sionist painting. New Orleans Jazz 
National Historical Park in Louisiana 
preserves the native ground of a unique 
American musical form that has spread 
around the world.

In the 1960s, a half-century a�er its 
creation, the National Park Service had 
become widely recognized as a source 
of experience and expertise in conser-
vation, recreation, and heritage pres-
ervation, and Congress directed the 
Service to lead and assist others engaged 
in similar e�orts. �e National Historic 
Landmarks program was followed by 
the National Register of Historic Places,  
which now extends national recogni-
tion to 1.3 million properties across the 
United States. Today the Park Service 
provides technical assistance and grants  
to state, local, and tribal governments, 
and community partners. �e Service 
also administers a program provid-
ing tax incentives for rehabilitating 
historic commercial properties that 
attracts private-sector investment aver-
aging in excess of two billion dollars 

a year. And when the first National 
Heritage Areas—large collaborative 
landscape and heritage conservation 
e�orts—were created at the end of the 
20th century, community and regional 
leaders drew on Park Service expertise 
to help with planning, preservation,  
and programming. 

In recent years our country and the 
Park Service have recognized that impor-
tant stories have long been missing from 
the chronicle embedded in our parks. 
The Selma to Montgomery National  
Historic Trail commemorates the 1965 
Voting Rights March in Alabama. Civil  
War battlefield park programs now  
address the causes and consequences 
of the war, including slavery and eman-
cipation, along with their traditional 
military narratives. Cane River Creole  
National Historical Park nurtures un-
der





Accelerating impacts of climate 
change, fragmentation and disruption 
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acting on that knowledge, has built bet-
ter parks and a better America.

Education ranks among our nation’s  
highest priorities. �rough education  
we build a citizenry committed to soci-
ety’s values. National Parks have a 
distinct role in this mission, o�ering 
place-based learning that promotes 
a more sustainable environment, en-
courages the development of lifelonucvel







terrorist attacks, and the Hurricane 
Katrina disaster four years later, pub-
lic agencies at every level recognized 
the need to engage in cooperative and 
continuing e�orts to improve national, 
state, and local security and disaster-
response capacity. An equally serious, 
equally long-term nationwide response 
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Volunteers prepare Friendship,
a replica of a 1797 merchant 
vessel, to welcome visitors at 
Salem Maritime National Historic 
Site in Massachusetts.

“�e tremendous status of the National 
Park Service brand and its mission of 
‘protection forever,’” says Commissioner 
Belinda Faustinos, “inspires pride and 
determination in people working on 
local projects, even when the going 
gets rough.” 

�e Rivers and Trails Conservation 
Assistance program is helping the com-
munity of Caldwell, Idaho, restore a 
nearly half-mile-long section of Indian 
Creek, which had been buried under 
streets and buildings in the center of 
town since the 1930s. By resurrecting 
the stream, the project has improved 
flood protection capacity by 50%,  
enhanced water quality and �sh habitat, 
and created a new city park and river 
trail that are turning a once-deserted 
downtown into a magnet for local 
workers, families, and visitors. The 
$9 million the City of Caldwell lever-
aged for creek restoration has become 
a catalyst for revitalization. Public and 
private investment partnerships have 
committed $30 million to downtown 
redevelopment, including civic facili-
ties, housing, o�ces, shops, and restau-
rants. Projects like this, that combine 
environmental and economic bene-
�ts, are being repeated throughout the 



InnovatIon: Sustainability

North Cascades Environmental 
Learning Center in Washington state 
is a partnership project of North 
Cascades National Park, Seattle City 
Light, and the North Cascades Institute. 
The LEED-certified facility stands as 
a model of sustainable operations.

Based on the proven effectiveness of 
these programs, we also recommend 
new legislation, modeled on the 1966  
National Historic Preservation Act, giv-
ing the Park Service authority to o�er  
natural-resource-related technical assis-
tance tools and grants to facilitate eco-
system conservation. 

harnEssing thE PowE
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Summer heat can’t  
sap the energy of L.A. 
kids at Paramount 
Ranch, a piece of movie 
history preserved by 
the park. “Every child 
should have a chance  
to connect with a  
special place,” says 
Santa Monica Super
intendent Woody 
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As this report goes to press, the national  
park system includes 391 units, each 
with its own characteristics, potentials, 
and needs. The Park Service oversees 
wilderness in Alaska, historic proper-
ties in Philadelphia, and multi-million-
dollar grant programs nationwide. It 
operates a vast infrastructure, accom-
modating some 274 million visits last 
year. Its network of partner organiza-
tions extends through federal agencies, 
states, territories, city, county, and town 
governments, Indian tribes and Native 
American organizations, local and  
national nonprofits, and the for-profit 
sector. And there’s no reason to expect 
that the job’s going to get any simpler.

Developing Leadership  
for Change

Effective leaders enlist the hearts and 



The commission believes that the 
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Spring break with a difference: 
AbcRS\b�1]\aS`dObW]\�/aa]QWO�
bW]\�d]Zc\bSS`a�e]`Y�b]�`S[]dS�
U`OT¿bW�T`][�`]QY�T]`[ObW]\a�Ob�
5`O\R�1O\g]\�<ObW]\OZ�>O`Y�

The commission also recommends 
that the Director of the National Park 
Service should serve as a member of 
the President’s National Science and 
Technology Council, and that the Park 
Service should be part of interagency 
efforts to develop sound science and 
technology policies and budgets coor-
dinated by the President’s Office of Sci-
ence & Technology Policy. 

Capitalizing on 
innovation

In all the parks the commission visited, 
we encountered outstanding examples of 
imaginative problem-solving, inventive 
programming, and effective manage-
ment, and we heard accounts of similar  
accomplishments across the system. 
But we also learned that the National 
Park Service typically fails to capture, 



Strengthening management  
and governance

The commissioners found, as do so 
many Americans, that Park Service 
employees are dedicated to their work, 
many passionately so. But despite 
deep commitment to the mission, a 
great many are frustrated with the  
increasingly bureaucratic and hierar-
chical environment in which they find 
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The idea of creating a national park in  

a distressed urban area like lowell was  

almost as radical as the technological 

innovations that built the city in the first 

place. For a century, mills along the Merri­

mack river produced vast quantities of 

cotton cloth for a young nation just joining 

the industrial revolution. eventually the 

textile industry moved south and the mills 

shut down. this urban national park was 

created in 1978 to help restore the fabric 

of the Massachusetts town that shares its 

name. today mills have been transformed 

into museums and conference centers. they 

preserve the stories of the early “mill girls” 

who traded farm life for 14­hour days work­

ing power looms, and the French­Canadians, 

greeks, Portuguese, Poles, and other immi­

grants who later replaced them. 

the park is woven into the rest of the 

community not just by its physical layout—

sites are scattered throughout the old mill 

neighborhood—but also by collaborations 

with local government agencies, private 

donors, colleges, and community service 

projects. For nearly 20 years the lowell 

Summer Music Series has drawn crowds 

to Boarding House Park (right). nearly 

700,000 visitors a year—including some 

60,000 children who come to the tsongas  

industrial History Center for hands­on 

learning—have a chance to see the restored 

boarding house where workers lived, travel 

on replicas of the trolleys that carried 

laborers to the mills, and experience the 

thundering noise of 90 historic looms at 

the Boott Cotton Mills Museum.

weaving a Park into the  
FabriC oF a City 
lowEll national historical park

toP, rigHt: MiCHael CreaSey, nPS. rigHt: JaMeS HigginS



National Park Service 
ranger Duey Kol (left,  
at center) works with  
the Angkor Dance 
Troupe. Recruited  
from Lowell’s Cambo­
dian community—the  
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Getting stuck in a 
buffalo traffic jam is a 
distinctly Yellowstone 
experience, but out­
side park boundaries 
these iconic animals 
are still at risk. In the 
winter of 2007 there 
were 4,700 bison in the 
park. “Then the spring 
migration started,” 
recalls former NPS 
chief scientist Mike 
Soukup. “Outside the 
park, 1,700 bison were 
shot. The Yellowstone  
herd is the most im­
por  tant reservoir of 
intact wild American 
bison genetic diversity 
we have left, so for a 
conservationist, that’s 
a terrible loss.”

Yellowstone’s 2.2 million acres seem almost too large to grasp. But to a bison 

or a bear, they’re not big enough. grizzlies need two to three times that much 

wilderness to sustain a viable population, which is why most bears in yellowstone 

don’t live just in the park. like all national parks—whatever their size—yellowstone 

is a relatively small part of a much larger ecosystem, which includes々　匀嬀ᨀe儀怀es



To advance the 21st-century 
National Park idea, 

Summary of 
re MM



–	 Ecological restoration areas: heavily impacted landscapes with the  
potential to be restored to near-natural conditions, and to serve as 
demonstration areas, especially near cities. 

–	 Recommendations for streamlining the process for studying and  
proposing additions to the national park system.

Authorize, clearly define, and base fund a system of National Heritage 
Areas. Encourage, where possible, the establishment of heritage areas in 
association with national parks.

Affirm in legislation that education is central to the success of the  
National Park Service mission, and that the Service has a fundamental role 
to play in American education over the next century.

Promote stronger connections and greater partnership opportuni-
ties among the national parks and primary and secondary schools, colleges 
and universities, and other community-based educational institutions.

Enhance the National Parks Brand recognition and promote pub-
lic awareness that all units are part of the same system, by substantially 
reducing the more than two dozen different park titles currently used.

The National Park Service should:
Invite All Americans to build a personal connection with the parks, 
placing high priority on engaging diverse audiences through its operations 
and programming. 

Offer opportunities for recreation, learning, and service, that are  
relevant to visitors’ interests, integral to their cultures, and foster appropri-
ate enjoyment for all. 

Enhance its capacity to provide life-long, place-based learning across 
the system. 

efforts should include:
–	 Breaking down internal barriers between, and strengthening  

programmatic relationships among, the 



The President of the United States should: 
Direct all federal agenc



To build an effective, responsive,  
and accountable 21st-century  
National Park Service, 

The Congress of the United States should:
Authorize a six-year term for the NPS 
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The President of the United States should:
Propose to Congress the establishment of a national park endowment, 
and a i縀埠վi䀽م䀽b iiվlis ؀



national parks By headquarters state
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