
IMPACTS OF RECREATION ON NATURAL RESOURCES  
“YOSEMITE FLOOD OF 1997” 
2008 CALIFORNIA ENVIROTHON SCENARIO BACKGROUND  

"There is nothing so American as our national parks. The scenery and wildlife are native. The 
fundamental idea behind the parks is native.  It is, in brief, that the country belongs to the people 
that it is in process of making for the enrichment of the lives of all of us. The parks stand as the 
outward symbol of this great human principle."  - Franklin D. Roosevelt   

Despite the damage the flood caused, it underscored the importance of allowing 
natural processes to prevail and presented park managers with a fresh starting 
point for examining the importance of riverside environments.  It also provided an 
opportunity to reevaluate the extent of buildings, facilities, recreation programs, 
services, and activities appropriate to support a national park experience, and 
their positive impacts on the environment and economy of gateway 
communities.  For 4 years the National Park Service (NPS) worked to prepare 
the Yosemite Valley Plan largely based on Yosemite’s 1980 General 
Management Plan’s five broad goals to guide future management of Yosemite 
National Park and to perpetuate its natural splendor:   

1) Reclaim priceless natural beauty;  
2) Allow natural processes to prevail;  
3) Promote visitor understanding and enjoyment;  
4) Markedly reduce traffic congestion;  
5) Reduce crowding.  

The final Yosemite Valley Plan (see #1), approved in 2000, specifically presents 
and analyzes alternative proposals for managing natural and cultural resources, 
facilities, and visitor experience in Yosemite Valley; an ambitious blueprint to 
reinvent Yosemite Valley. It proposes to restore much of what was lost - while 
simultaneously relocating most housing for employees outside Yosemite Valley, 
reducing the number of overnight lodging rooms, and designating more areas off-
limits to private cars, forcing visitors to park and ride on environmentally friendly 
shuttle buses.   

One of the principal results of the planning process was recognition that the 
Merced River is central to the Valley's scenery, ecological processes, and a 
significant part of the visitor experience.  In 1987, Congress designated the 
Merced River a Wild and Scenic River to protect the river's free-flowing condition 
and protect and enhance its unique values for the benefit and enjoyment of 
present and future generations. 

In August 2000, the National Park Service Director approved the Merced Wild 
and Scenic River Comprehensive Management Plan and Environmental Impact 
Statement (see #2).  The Merced River Plan provides direction and guidance on 
how best to manage Yosemite National Park and the El Portal Administrative Site 
lands (owned by the NPS, 14 miles west of Yosemite Valley) all within the river 



corridor, for the protection and enhancement of Outstandingly Remarkable 
Values (ORV).   

Many stakeholders (see #3), such as the Wilderness Society, the National Parks 
Conservation Association, the American Alpine Club, and the Natural Resources 
Defense Council, as well as hundreds of individuals from California and across 
the United States supported the plans, according to a poll commissioned by the 
Natural Resources Defense Council shortly after the plans were announced.  But 
two environmental organizations, Friends of Yosemite Valley and Mariposans for 
Environmentally Responsible Growth (MERG), opposed the plans.  They sued in 
Federal Court, arguing that the Merced River Plan was hastily written, used 
flawed data, favored development, and believe that the rivers outstanding 
remarkable values (ORV) would not be protected if new facilities like lodging, 
campgrounds, and day-use parking, as proposed in the Yosemite Valley Plan, 
are constructed.  

U.S. District Judge Anthony Ishii agreed and rejected the final Yosemite Valley 
Plan and ordered the Park Service to prepare a new plan, and granted an 
injunction against any further reconstruction.  The NPS appealed the decision 
and was able to obtain permission to replace sewer, water, and electric lines, 
construct some employee housing destroyed in the flood, and construct a new 
walk to the base of Lower Yosemite Fall.  However, the Judge prohibited the 
NPS from constructing other projects, such as: day use parking, campgrounds, 
and overnight lodging facilities which are in close proximity to the Merced River.  
Furthermore, Judge Ishii directed the NPS to rewrite the Merced Wild and Scenic 
River Comprehensive Management Plan and Environmental Impact Statement 
(EIS) based on Friends of Yosemite Valley4 and Mariposans for Environmentally 
Responsible Growth (MERG), the plaintiffs position. Once again the NPS 
appealed the decision. 

October 27, 2007, the 9th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals5 ruled again in favor of 
Friends of Yosemite Valley and MERG (Mariposans for Environmentally 
Responsible Growth), that the Merced River Management Plan does not protect 
the River. The opinion by Judge Wardlaw ruled that the National Park Service’s 
(NPS) Plan for the Merced River violates the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act by 
“insufficiently addressing user capacities6 and improperly setting river area 
boundaries within El Portal, located on Highway 140 at the western boundary of 
the park.  Congress, through the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act,  recognizes that 
enjoyment by future generations of the national parks can be ensured only if the 
superb quality of park resources and values is left unimpaired and has provided 
that when there is a conflict between conserving resources and values and 
providing for enjoyment of them, conservation is to be predominant.  This is how 
courts also have consistently interpreted the Organic Act.  



  
Economic Impact 
Devastation from the flood severely impacted the economy of Mariposa County.  
The park was closed from January to mid March and Highway 140, through the 
gateway town of Mariposa and El Portal, remained close until the end of May 
1997.  Yosemite Valley lost half of its campsites, 200 employee housing units, 
more than half of the lodging units at Yosemite Lodge, and many Concessioner 
employees lost their jobs.  Initially, Congress appropriated $220.5 million for 
rebuilding.  However, in 2000, upon completing the Yosemite Valley Plan, the 
revised estimate for 250 floods-related projects increased to $442 million.  

More recently, April 30, 2006, a major rockslide closed Highway 140 in the 
Merced River gorge for 6 month.  Temporary bridges installed by Caltrans do not 
accommodate the hundreds of transit busses that previously stopped in Mariposa 
for lodging and other tourist related services en route to Yosemite.  Caltrans 
estimates that a permanent solution to the rockslide closure of Highway 140 
could be completed by 2012, and once again the gateway community is faced 
with still additional economic impact from the lack of tourist dollars and is working 
hard to find ways to diversify its economy.   

The annual economic impact7 from tourism is over $200 million In Mariposa 
County alone, and the combined economic impact for the other gateway 
communities is many times that number. The planning efforts which are ongoing 
affect the economic and social well-being of our gateway communities, but they 
also have far reaching affects.   

BACK TO FUNDAMENTALS 
What is a national park? 
The words "national park" has special meaning to most people, conjuring up 
images of Old Faithful, Yosemite Falls, and the Grand Canyon.  Historically, the 
earliest action to create a large natural park took the form of a land grant of 
Yosemite Valley and Mariposa Big Tree Grove.  It was established by Congress, 
and signed into law by Abraham Lincoln and granted  to the state of California in 
1864.  In 1890 California established it as a park and it was returned to the 
federal government in 1906 to become Yosemite National Park.   

Yellowstone National Park, established in 1872, was the first federally managed 
national park.  It was the first unqualified embodiment of the national park idea – 
the world’s premier example of large scale natural preservation for all the people. 
Since then the idea has been adopted around the world.  After Yellowstone’s 
establishment, the national park idea was attacked by special interests, stoutly 
defended by friends in Congress, and successively refined and confirmed.  



Fourteen more national parks were established in the West between 1872 and 
1916, most of them closely following the Yellowstone prototype.   

While the early national parks were being established, a separate movement got 
underway to protect the magnificent cliff dwellings, pueblo ruins, and early 
missions discovered by cowboys, army officers, ethnologists, and other explorers 
on the vast public lands of the Southwest.  They were especially threatened by 
plunder and destruction at the hands of artifact hunters and vandals.  The effort 
to secure protective legislation began among historically minded scientists and 
civic leaders in Boston and spread to similar circles in Washington, New York, 
Denver, Santa Fe, and other places during the 1880s and 1890’s and the 
Antiquities Act was passed in 1906 to help protect such areas and structures.   

Designation of National Park System Units 
The numerous designations within the National Park System sometime confuse 
visitors. The names are created in the Congressional legislation authorizing the 
sites or by the President.  Many names are descriptive -- lakeshores, seashores, 
battlefields --but others cannot be neatly categorized because of the diversity of 
resources within them.    

In 1970, US Congress elaborated on the 1916 National Park Service Organic 
Act, saying all categories and units of the system; parks, monuments, preserves, 
national historic sites, memorials, historical parks, national battlefields, national 
cemeteries, national recreation areas, national seashores, national lakeshores, 
national parkways, national trails, & affiliated areas have equal legal standing in a 
national system.  The act authorized the President , ". . . to declare by public 
proclamation historic landmarks, historic and prehistoric structures, and other 
objects of historic or scientific interest" situated on lands owned or controlled by 
the U.S. government to be national monuments. It also prohibited excavation or 
appropriation of antiquities on federal lands without a permit.  

The first national monument, proclaimed by President Theodore Roosevelt some 
three months after he signed the Antiquities Act, was Devils Tower. It was 
established to protect a prominent Wyoming landmark, an 867-ft massive stone 
shaft visible for a great distance and a guidepost over the centuries for Indians, 
explorers, and settlers. Today there are more than 70 monuments in the National 
Park System.  

A new era for national parks and monuments opened on August 25, 1916, 44 
years after the establishment of Yellowstone, when President Woodrow Wilson 
signed legislation creating a new federal bureau, the National Park Service, in 
the Department of the Interior. This action culminated years of efforts to establish 
a separate bureau to administer and coordinate policies and plans for parks and 
monuments. The act created the National Park Service to: "…conserve the 
scenery and the natural and historic objects and the wildlife therein and to 



provide for the enjoyment of the same in such manner and by such means as will 
leave them unimpaired for the enjoyment of future generations."  

What distinguishes a National Park from other places managed by agencies of 
the US Government or the State of California? 
First, the place must possess superlative natural, historic, cultural resources of 
national significance.  Places like Yosemite, Sequoia and Kings Canyon, and 
Grand Canyon National Parks are unique and special and exists no where else 
on this planet.  Second, the National Park Service mission statement provides a 
very specific mandate.  "...to promote and regulate the use of the...national 
parks...which purpose is to conserve the scenery and the natural and historic 
objects and the wild life therein and to provide for the enjoyment of the same in 
such manner and by such means as will leave them unimpaired for the 
enjoyment of future generations."   

As required by the 1916 Organic Act, these special places must be managed in a 
special way—a way that allows them to be enjoyed not just by those who are 
here today, but also by generations that follow.  Enjoyment by present and future 
generations can be assured only if these special places are passed on to them in 
an unimpaired condition. Letting Nature Prevail and permitting recreation 
activities that do not degrade resources.  Other Federal and State agencies are 
responsible for managing special natural, historic, and recreation areas, however 
their mission is different and, in most cases, allow for multiple use, including; 
grazing, timber harvest, mineral extraction, as well as recreation activities like off-
road & all terrain vehicle use, motor boating, and hunting.         

  Yosemite National Park8 

Inspired by the scenic beauty of Yosemite and spurred on by the specter of 
private exploitation of Yosemite's natural wonders, conservationists appealed to 
Senator John Conness of California. On June 30, 1864, President Abraham 
Lincoln signed a bill granting Yosemite Valley and the Mariposa Grove of Giant 
Sequoias to the State of California as an inalienable public trust. This was the 
first time in history that a federal government had set aside scenic lands simply to 
protect them and to allow for their enjoyment by all people. This idea was the 
spark that allowed for Yellowstone becoming the first official national park a few 
years later, in 1872.  

In 1890, John Muir, a great lover of Yosemite National Park, helped persuade 
Congress to protect the high country around Yosemite Valley by making it a 
national park, which is was, on October 1, 1890.  Yosemite National Park is the 
Nation’s third oldest national park. Thousands of years ago Native American 



established villages throughout the valley and depended on plants and animals 
for food and fiber for making baskets and dwellings9.    


