NPS Wilderness Visitor Safety Policy
Safety

1.9.1.4 Employee Safety and Health

The safety and health of employees, contractors, volunteers, and the public are core Service values.
In making decisions on matters concerning employee safety and health, NPS managers must exercise
good judgment and discretion and, above all, keep in mind that the safeguarding of human life must
not be compromised. The Service must ensure that all employees are trained and informed on how
to do their jobs safely, and that they have the necessary clothing, materials, and equipment to
perform their duties with minimal personal risk.

6.3.10.1 Administrative Facilities

Permanent storage caches are prohibited in wilderness unless necessary for health and safety
purposes or when such caches are determined necessary, justified, documented, and approved
through a minimum requirements analysis.

6.3.10.2 Trails in Wilderness

Trail maintenance structures (such as water bars, gabions) may be provided, under

minimum requirement protocols, where they are essential for resource preservation or where
significant safety hazards exist during normal use periods.

6.3.10.3 Shelters and Campsites

Although the development of facilities to serve visitors will generally be avoided, campsites may
be designated when essential for resource protection and preservation or to meet other specific
wilderness management objectives. In keeping with the terms of the park’s wilderness
management plan, campsite facilities may include a site marker, fire rings, tent sites, food
storage devices, and toilets if these are determined by the superintendent to be the minimum
facilities necessary for the health and safety of wilderness users or for the preservation of
wilderness resources and values.

6.3.10.4 Signs

Signs detract from the wilderness character of an area and make the imprint of man and
management more noticeable. Only those signs necessary for visitor safety or to protect
wilderness resources, such as those identifying routes and distances, will be permitted.

6.4 Wilderness Use Management

The National Park Service will encourage and facilitate those uses of wilderness that are in
keeping with the definitions and purposes of wilderness and do not degrade wilderness resources
and character. Appropriate restrictions may be imposed on any authorized activity in the interest
of preserving wilderness character and resources or to ensure public safety.

7.3.2.1 Park Brochures

Official park brochures are an important part of the NPS identity and a valuable and desired part
of the park experience. Each brochure should provide a map of the park, address critical safety
and resource protection issues, introduce park interpretive themes, and describe significant park
resources.



8.2.2.4 Backcountry Use

The number and types of facilities to support visitor use in backcountry areas, including sanitary
facilities, will be maintained at the minimum necessary to achieve a park’s backcountry
management objectives and to provide for the health and safety of park visitors.

8.2.5 Visitor Safety and Emergency Response

8.2.5.1 Visitor Safety

The saving of human life will take precedence over all other management actions as the Park
Service strives to protect human life and provide for injury-free visits. The Service will do this
within the constraints of the 1916 Organic Act. The primary—and very substantial—constraint
imposed by the Organic Act is that discretionary management activities may be undertaken only
to the extent that they will not impair park resources and values.

While recognizing that there are limitations on its capability to totally eliminate all hazards, the
Service and its concessioners, contractors, and cooperators will seek to provide a safe and
healthful environment for visitors and employees. The Service will work cooperatively with
other federal, tribal, state, and local agencies; organizations; and individuals to carry out this
responsibility. The Service will strive to identify and prevent injuries from recognizable threats
to the safety and health of persons and to the protection of property by applying nationally
accepted codes, standards, engineering principles, and the guidance contained in Director’s
Orders #50B, #50C, #58, and #83 and their associated reference manuals. When practicable and
consistent with congressionally designated purposes and mandates, the Service will reduce or
remove known hazards and apply other appropriate measures, including closures, guarding,
signing, or other forms of education. In doing so, the Service’s preferred actions will be those
that have the least impact on park resources and values.

The Service recognizes that the park resources it protects are not only visitor attractions, but that
they may also be potentially hazardous. In addition, the recreational activities of some visitors
may be of especially high-risk, high-adventure types, which pose a significant personal risk to
participants and which the Service cannot totally control. Park visitors must assume a substantial
degree of risk and responsibility for their own safety when visiting areas that are managed and
maintained as natural, cultural, or recreational environments.

These management policies do not impose park-specific visitor safety prescriptions. The means
by which public safety concerns are to be addressed is left to the discretion of superintendents
and other decision-makers at the park level who must work within the limits of funding and
staffing. Examples include decisions about whether to install warning signs or artificial lighting,
distribute weather warnings or advisories, initiate search-and-rescue operations or render
emergency aid, eliminate potentially dangerous animals, close roads and trails or install
guardrails and fences, and grant or deny backcountry or climbing permits. Some forms of visitor
safeguards typically found in other public venues—such as fences, railings, and paved walking
surfaces—may not be appropriate or practicable in a national park setting.

8.2.5.3 Search and Rescue

To provide for the protection and safety of park visitors, the Service will make reasonable efforts
to search for lost persons and rescue sick, injured, or stranded persons. This responsibility may
be fulfilled by NPS staff or by qualified search-and-rescue organizations or agencies that are



capable of responding to life-threatening emergencies pursuant to the terms of a formal
agreement. Deceased persons will be evacuated unless the level of risk to the rescue party is
found to be unacceptably high. Search managers and superintendents will jointly determine when
to terminate a search. The Service will not charge visitors for search-and-rescue operations.
Search-and-rescue operations will be conducted using the Incident Command System.

9.2.2.9 Trail Bridges

Trail bridges may be used for crossing swift waters areas prone to flash-flooding, and other places
that present potential safety hazards. Less obtrusive alternatives to bridges (such as, fords) and
trail relocation will be considered before a decision is made to build a bridge. A bridge may be the
preferred alternative when necessary to prevent stream bank erosion or protect wetlands or
fisheries. If a bridge is determined to be appropriate, it will be kept to the minimum size needed
to serve trail users, and it will be designed to harmonize with the surrounding natural scene and
be as unobtrusive as possible.

Occupational Safety and Health Act of 1970 29 USC 651—678; PL 91-59614

Director’s Orders
50B. Occupational Safety and Health 50C. Public Risk Management Program*
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