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It's hard to imagine loving something so much' that you love it to death. But it can
happen. It is a distinct pm-::ai.hihtj; for a good many national parks in the United States, for
example. And it is an imminent prospect for the national parks on Taiwan as well. How
can this be possible? How can the most noble goals of preservation for futures generations
lead, instead, 1o the destruction of that being preserved? And what can be done about it?
These are the questions now being faced by the National Park Service in the United
States. And they probably should be a matter high on the agenda of the National Parks
Department in the Republic of China, too.

The National Park Act of the United States was passed by the U.S. Congress seventy-
three years ago in 1916. It provided for the establishment of the U.S: National Park Ser-
vice, the federal agency charged with administering the national parks. The Act stated
that the purpose of national parks is “to conserve the seenery and the natural and historic
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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 wunimpaired for the enjoyment of future
generations” (author's emphasis).! .

This legislation, as visionary as it was, nevertheless carrried a time bomb in its own
elnquelm phraseology-a time bomb that woulld be touched off by the country’s growing
population and its exploding interest in outdoor recreation. Specifically, the word
"unimpaired” means “undamaged. “That is, the National Parks Service was charged with
protecting park lands and resourecs from any damage to their original integrity. Why? So
that, according to the Act, future generations could enjoy them in the same state and man-
ner as at the time they were first established.

Little did they know that the parks would become so popular in future generations
(that is, today!) that the sheer number of visitors could seriously damage (i.e., impair) or
destroy the very areas the parks were meant to preserve and protect. When the number of
visitors to a given area in a given time exceeds the capacity ol that area to sustain the
pressure, the area becomes ” impaired.” This relates to the ecological principle called
“carrying capacity.” When excessive tourist pressure begins to damage an area, we say
that the carrying capacity of that area has be “exceeded.” (Carrying capacity can be ap-
plied to deer, birds, fish, or other animals as well as humans. )

Today, many natural landscapes and ecosystems in America’s national parks are
being subjected to heavier visitor pressure than they can sustain. Their carrying capacity
for tourists is being exceeded. This leads to serious problems of pollution [ air, water, solid,
visual, noise |, traffic jams and overcrowding, erosion, destruction of fragile habitats,
population declines of endangered plant and animal species, etc. In the end, these condi-
tions reduce the value of the park experience for the visitors themselves, for whom the
parks were set aside in the first place. If not managed carefully, it can become a descend-
ing and viscious spiral-the more visitors, the more damage, the less enjoyable the visit.

Such is the state of many national parks in the U.S. today. Yosemite National Park in
California is suffering from traffic jams and overcrowding. Last year, 3.2 millions people
visited Yosemite, compaired with 2.5 million six years ago. Sixty thousand people in 20,000
vehicles entered the park over one recent three-day holiday, a visitation rate that has put
Yosemite on the Wilderness Society's list of the country’s "ten most endangered parks.”
Elsewhere, Grand Canyon National Park in Arizona has been turned into a "flying circus”
with 50,000 small plane and helicopter {lights into the canyon each year for tourists. For
the nation as a whole in 1987, 287 million people visited America's 337 national parks,
seashores, and other areas managed by the Park Service, and the number is projected to
grow to 450 million over the next twenty years. It is often noted that "parks are for the

people” but it is equally true that overuse leads to abuse. America's national parks are
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being suffocated with love. What will future generations have to enjoy if we trample our

parks to death today?

Although the national park system in the ROC is relatively young, Taiwan’s national
parks are already facing the same problems as those in the U.S. Intense visitor pressure
threatens natural landscapes, ecosystems, historic sites, and the flora and fauna with pollu-
tion, overcrowding, and degredation of natural processes. The top of Yushan has been
likened to Hsimenting, the West Gate district of Taipei, with all the attendant problems of
overcrowding and pollution. .

Whether in Taiwan or in the United States, the solutions to these problems will be
similar and will focus on various techniques of “people management” - not only for visitors
but also for park support staff and facilities. Visitor use, for example, can be regulated by
issuing entry permits for hiking in certain areas, thereby controling the volume of visitors
within a predetermined carrying capacity suitable for each area. Camping sites and back-
country cabins can be made available on an advanced reservation basis only. The number
and types of vehicles can alse be limited. Private vehicles can be banned in certain areas,
providing alternate forms of pulbic transportation such as shuttle buses to move people in
and out of desiganted sites. In some areas, motorized vehicles of any sort can be prohibited
entirely and entrance permitted only on foot. The park service can also specify certain
types of camping equipment and practices that will cause the least or on damage to the en-
vironment,

On the park planning side, serious consideration can be given to locating both tourist
facilities and park administrative and maintenance offices outside park boundaries. This
will reduce pollution and sewage disposal problems as well as physical degredation of the
natural environment. Government budgets must provide sufficient funds and staffing for
park maintenance, including the removal of garbage and litter, the repair of park facilities,
and the effective enforcement of park policies. This goes for high-density use areas as well
as for back-country wilderness areas.

The ultimate goal of such management techniques is to keep visitor use within the
carrying capacity of park lands. Of course, the carrying rapacit}" will be different for diffe-
rent areas. In Taiwan, for example, the carrying capacity of "General Conservation Areas”
in a park would be higher than for an "Ecological Protection Area” because the former
can sustain higher pressures than the latter without impairment. In any case, with increas-
ing population and increasing interest in outdoor recreation, visitor use to national parks is
going to have to be regulated (limited) in creative ways if the parks are to be preserved
“unimpaired” for the enjoyment not only of future generations but of our own generation

as well. The future is now. It has already arrived!
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