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Executive Summary

Working Group Il reviewed more than 100 relevant studies between August and October 2011
conducted by NAWPA members and external parties. Group Il is able to provide snapshots of
visitors in specific cases, but unable to provide comparisons across protected areas and/or
countries. The environment was found to be both a source of pride and concern for North
American citizens, but direct links of public support to protected areas managed by NAWPA
members is tenuous. Climate change research has advanced in recent years, yet Group Il found
minimal evidence in the literature regarding public relevance understanding of protected areas
under climate change or public support for landscape connectivity. Group Il remains
challenged to address the diverse questions posed by Agency heads about relevance. Three
options are provided for consideration, and Group Il seeks direction on next steps.

Introduction

The federal governments of Canada, the United States, and Mexico are the proud stewards
of a large base of wilderness and protected areas (hereinafter referred to as protected areas),
which includes but is not limited to national parks, national forests, forest reserves,
recreation areas, wilderness areas, biosphere reserves, flora and fauna protected areas,
wildlife refuges, marine conservation areas, marine sanctuaries, and marine protected areas.
These protected areas provide a range of social, economic, and ecological benefits to their
respective country’s citizens, and they are also an enduring legacy for generations to come.

Continued relevance of protected areas is dependent upon public support from the citizens
of the countries entrusted with their protection and management. In recent years however,
the relevance of protected areas has been questioned in the context of current and projected
social and environmental changes in the 21% Century. It is well documented that North
American society is changing. Populations are becoming more culturally diverse, urban
areas are growing, leisure time and activity patterns are shifting, and concerns over the
long-term impacts of nature-deficit disorder have emerged. In terms of environmental
change, habitat and species shifts, glacier retreat, and altered forest fire seasons are a few of
the early indicators of the pending risks of climate change for protected areas. How social
and environmental dynamics at play today and in the future influence public support for
and connection with protected areas in North America remains to be seen.

Under the umbrella of relevance, Working Group Il members were asked to examine
citizenry connection to protected areas managed by NAWPA members via visitation and
public opinion on select issues. Specifically, using existing sources, Working Group Il was
asked to conduct a North American analysis to determine the following:

4 Who is visiting/using protected areas managed by NAWPA members, and is
there a difference between countries and land types?
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4 What is the importance of these protected
areas to the citizenry of each country?

4 What is the perceived relevance of these
protected areas to the citizenry of each
country in the context of climate change
(specifically, landscape management as a
response to climate change and
biodiversity loss)?

Over 100 studies supplied by Working Group Il
members were reviewed (Table 1). What follows is a
North American scale state of knowledge report as it
relates to the questions above, and based on the
results, options for Agency heads to consider as next
steps. A bibliography of the reviewed studies is also
provided.

Table 1: Studies supplied by Working Group 11

Study theme areas Qty
VISITORS
Visitation statistics and/or visitor profiles 9
Visitor satisfaction surveys 17*
CITIZENRY SUPPORT
NAWPA-specific national surveys 9
Public surveys on the environment 17
CLIMATE CHANGE
Climate change impact studies 11
Public surveys on global warming 10
HUMAN DIMENSIONS
Case studies 15
(e.g., support for new/revised limits, policies, users)
OTHER
Conceptual 30
(e.g., what is wilderness, benefits, being relevant)
Recreation participation studies 3
Economic value / contributions 2

Visitors

Visitation

Visitation statistics are available for most NAWPA
members (Table 2), and are derived from a diverse
suite of methods (e.g., national polls, traffic counters,
point of sale, manual counts, and surveys) and could
be reported for various temporal periods (e.g.,
monthly, calendar year, and fiscal year) where/when
required. Definitions of a visitor and/or reported
statistics (e.g., person visits, recreation visits, and
paid visits') vary, including who is included /
excluded, what constitutes a measureable location?,
and what can be measured, making overall patterns
and magnitude of change across Canada, the United
States, and Mexico more important than direct
comparisons of absolute numbers.

L In Mexico, reported statistics include paid visitors and an estimation of visitors to
protected areas where no fees are charged

2|n Mexico, approximately 80% of the land in protected areas is social and private
property (i.e. lands are owned by a community, a group of landowners called “Ejido”
or a private owner). This fact requires CONANP to work closely with the land owners
orienting their productive practices to properly manage the protected areas and
conserve the ecosystems, while at the same time provide economic opportunities
and incentives to the population who depend on the natural resources. Tourism,
when conducted sustainably, can be an opportunity to involve local communities in
the conservation of the areas. It is also an opportunity for visitors to come in contact
with the social context of these sites. It must be noted that the figure 80% (noted
above) is an approximation, which may vary given current field work and estimations
being conducted in Mexico's protected areas

*Includes ~700 individual study results

Table 2: Visitation®

NAWPA related Visits
National parks (PCA) 11IM
National marine conservation areas (PCA) 1M
National parks (US NPS) 281M
Bureau of Land Management lands (BLM) 58M
National forests (US FS) (179M)2
Wildlife refuges (US FWS) 45M
Protected Areas (CONANP) (Mexico) 6.1M
Other protected areas (as reference)

State parks (USA) 730M
National marine sanctuaries (USA; NOAA) 0.3M

1 Note: Visitation statistics are rounded. Visitor definition also varies from
Agency to Agency. Figures cited may or may not include all places under
the respective jurisdiction, and/or all visitors to that designation due to
measurement challenges, group exclusions etc.

2To be confirmed

In order, and reference year: Parks Canada (PCA): 2010/11; U.S. National
Park Service (US NPS): 2010/11; Bureau of Land Management (BLM):
2010; U.S. Forest Service (US FS): 2007; U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service
(US FWS): 2010; National Commission of Natural Protected Areas
(CONANP): 2010; State Parks: 2007; National Oceanic & Atmospheric
Administration (NOAA): 2010 (7 of 13 sanctuaries; visitor centres only);

Examination of total annual visitation to protected
areas managed by NAWPA members reveals a
complex picture, with variable year-over-year
patterns and variable temporal trends depending on
the period examined. Visitation at some protected
areas has remained steady, while others have
experienced declines or increases in recent years. For
example, as of 2010, visitation to national parks (and
national marine conservation areas) in Canada was up
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1% from 2000, down 4% from 2005 and up 5% from
2008; visitation was down 23% from a peak in 1999.
As of 2007, annual visits to US national forests were
down 13% over 2004, and down 1% over 2006, while
US national wildlife refuges were up almost 17%
since 2000 (compared to 2008). By comparison, in
Mexico, visitation to protected areas increased 12%
in 2008 (over 2007), but declined 5% for 2009 and
2010, respectively®.

Declining visitation and/or use of some protected
area types in Canada and the United States is often
cited as a proxy indicator of relevance, reflecting
broader social changes occurring in North America.
In Mexico, it is uncertain what caused the decline in
visitation for 2009 and 2010. Confidence in long-
term visitation trends across protected areas managed
by NAWPA members remains challenged due in part
to definition differences and/or temporal changes in
measurement methods. While current data are our
best source of visitation counts, there remains
concern over the ability to articulate the actual
magnitude of longitudinal change
(positively/negatively) in visitation and correlations
with contributing factors.

Visitor Profiles

Most NAWPA members employ some form of
standardized visitor feedback survey* to assess
overall satisfaction with their respective programs
and services, ascertain information on activity
participation, travel expenditures, and elements that
were enjoyed and/or need improvement, and to assist
in departmental performance reporting. Overall, these
studies illustrate that visitors to protected areas are
generally satisfied /happy with their experience.
These surveys also provide some insight into who is
visiting, based on demographic and trip variables.

Working Group Il is able to provide small profile
snapshots of visitors in particular cases, but based on
available research, is unable to undertake
comparisons across protected areas / land types or
countries due to inherent differences in the types of

3 Calculation based only on visitors that paid entry

4 Examples: Visitor Survey Project (U.S. National Park Service), Visitor Information
Program (Parks Canada), National Visitor Use Monitoring Program (U.S. Forest
Service), Government Performance and Results Act surveys(Bureau of Land
Management)

information collected and approaches used. In the
United States for example, most visitors to national
parks are found to be Caucasian (78%), followed by
those of Hispanic (9%) and African (7%) ethnicity
(via national survey) — available Bureau of Land
Management visitor surveys found similar ethnicity
patterns. In Canada, the ethnicity question is not
permitted on federal protected area visitor surveys,
and ethnicity is not yet distinguished in Mexico’s
national visitation statistics. In Canada, other forms
of indirect analysis are required to address this issue
(e.g., segmentation analysis of postal codes linked to
demographic and other market data), if it is deemed
important for operations.

Demographic characteristics, such as age/age class
and party composition are collected by some
NAWPA members, as is information on visit
frequency (e.g., first, repeat) and origin (e.g.,
domestic, international). The emerging pattern based
on available data from NAWPA members is that
visitors to some protected area types in Canada and
the United States appear to be in the older age
brackets (aged 40 or 50+) with some indication of
lower proportions of children and/or family
compositions.

Limited evidence was available to inform
understanding of visitor/non-visitor profiles beyond
standard demographic characteristics. The exception
is Parks Canada, which has begun linking
demographics, psychometrics (social values) and
geography (e.g., rural, downtown) to profile visitors
/non-visitors. Such analysis is affording the member
richer insight into who is/is not coming, potential
markets, and how to reach and communicate with
different groups, in order to help nurture some groups
and target potential new ones to increase visitation.

Public Support

Environmental Protection

The research illustrates that the environment has been
a source of concern for citizens of Canada and the
United States for decades. While tendencies towards
positive attitudes about the quality of their country’s
respective environments prevail, citizens of these two
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countries believe their governments could do more to
address environmental issues. For example, in 2010
surveys, 66% of Canadians and 53% of Americans
felt that their federal governments were paying too
little attention to the environment, and 58% of
Americans felt protecting the ocean should be a
priority for the US government. The environment
however often registers lower than the economy in
critical issues facing the public, but when given the
choice between the two, environmental protection has
consistently outranked economic growth in the
United States until the most recent economic
recession. In 2011, 36% of Americans felt protecting
the environment should be given priority over the
economy, which is significantly lower than it was in
2005 (53%) and 1999 (67%). By comparison, in a
2002 study, Atlantic Canada (77%) and New England
(76%) residents felt long-term benefits of ocean
protection outweighed short term costs/impacts.

National, regional, and/or ad hoc public opinion
surveys on the environment vary in their focus,
questions asked, and their longitude. This creates a
complex picture of public awareness and support, and
tenuous direct links to protected areas managed by
NAWPA members. While not an exhaustive list,
known public environmental surveys to date tend to
assess public attitudes, perceptions, preferences
and/or understanding related to the following:

¢ Priority of the environment in relation to
other issues (e.g., health care)®:

4 Satisfaction with the quality of the
environment generally or health of specific
components (e.g., oceans, local green
space);

¢ Threats to the environment (e.g., what
and/or by whom, seriousness of different
types);

4 State of the environment (e.g., is it getting
better / worse);

¢ Government action on protecting the
environment (e.g., doing a good /poor job);

¢ Adequacy of government spending on the
environment (e.g., spend more / less);

5 Example: 6% of Canadians identified the environment as a priority in 2010
compared to 21% in 2007. In a 2001 US study, 13% of Americans ranked the
environment a priority after the economy (27%), crime (15%), and education (15%).

4 Importance of protecting the environment
(e.g., important, not important)

4 Concerns over general and/or specific
environmental issues (e.g., air pollution, oil
spills, overfishing).

Other ad hoc national and/or regional public opinion
surveys, often instigated by a policy, funding,
political, or regulatory issue have focused on
protected areas. Sponsored by the media and
environmental non-governmental organizations for
example, these surveys have explored the public
support for the number of protected places to enjoy,
the importance of protecting wilderness and at what
cost, and support for increasing the percent of land
protected for citizens. A 2001 national survey found
that 91% of Americans felt it was important to
protect wilderness, while an earlier and separate
study concluded that 48% of Americans believed not
enough wilderness was being protected by their
governments. These ad hoc studies further reflect a
genuine concern and support for the environment.
While NAWPA members can draw strength from this
environmental support, the direct applicability of any
one ad hoc study to protected areas administered by
specific NAWPA organizations is limited.

NAWPA Protected Areas

Parks Canada (National Survey of Canadians) and
the U.S. Forest Service (National Survey on
Recreation and the Environment), in conjunction
with the Bureau of Land Management, U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service and U.S. National Park Service,
employ longitudinal national surveys. These surveys
are designed to assess performance of their
operations primarily, but are also used to monitor
public support for their protection mandates, and/or
support for protected areas under their respective
jurisdictions. A series of national surveys conducted
by the Mellan Group have links to Bureau of Land
Management lands, and the National Commission of
Natural Protected Areas (CONANP) recently
participated in a national survey. The U.S. National
Park Service also has its own national survey
(Comprehensive Survey of the American Public). The
most recent edition assessed support for specific
management actions (e.g., control of invasive species,
reintroduction of native species) and barriers to
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visitation, more so than public support and/or
connection to the park system.

The approach and questions used varies between the
National Survey of Canadians, the National Survey
on Recreation and the Environment, and the
CONANP national survey, and each survey attempts
to gauge public perceptions of, attitudes toward, and
the social value of protected areas in their own way.
The results (Table 3) from select questions suggest
that protection and protected areas under the
jurisdiction of the respective NAWPA members are
valued by the citizenry of Canada, the United States,
and Mexico. In secondary analyses of each survey,
some differences were found between visitors/non-
visitors, age classes, country of origin, geography,
and/ or urbanity, depending on variables used.

With the inherent importance of protected areas to
citizens of North America, few studies were found
that illustrated the public’s perception of these
protected areas as symbols of cultural identity. The
exception is a 2010 study that revealed that national
parks were considered the fourth most defining
symbol of Canada by Canadians, outranking hockey
and the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP).
The percentage of Canadians that consider this to be
true has increased since 2003, but youth were less
likely to identify strongly with the national park
symbol compared to their more mature counterparts.

Table 3: Value excerpts from NAWPA surveys

Percent of Canadians that strongly agree (or %
believe) (about national parks):2

Important that Parks Canada ensures they are 82%
available for present and future generations

They are meant to be enjoyed by future generations 89%
as much as by people today

They would be missed if they were gone 71%

It is important they exist even if people are unable to 76%
visit them

They evoke a sense of pride as a Canadian 72%
Use tax dollars to maintain existing system 71%
Use tax dollars to expand the system 47%
Percent of Americans that feel it is extremely/ %
very important to:P

Know that wilderness areas exist 76%
Know future generations will have wilderness areas 86%
Protect wildlife habitat 88%
Preserve unique wild plants and animals 83%
Protect rare /endangered plant and animal species 83%
Percent of Americans that: %
Believe not enough land is designated as 51%
wilderness?

Strongly favour designating more federal land as 40%
wilderness?

Strongly favour preserving 60M acres of Bureau of 55%
Land Management administered land®

Percent of Mexicans that:d %
Are willing to contribute ‘much/sufficient’ 40%

economically to protect the environment

Have a good impression of protected areas® 45%

Climate Change

Climate change poses risks and opportunities for
federal stewards of protected areas. Some terrestrial
and marine environments known and cherished by
the citizens of Canada, the United States, and Mexico
will undergo changes, including loss of iconic
features, shifts in ecosystems, or the introduction
and/or loss of particular flora/fauna. Alternatively,
shifting climate regimes create opportunities for new
and/or existing recreation seasons, and pose risks for
other recreation activities.

a National Survey of Canadians (2009)

b National Survey on Recreation and the Environment (2008)

¢ The Mellman Group (2000) - cited in Campaign for America’s
Wilderness (2003)

d Bezaury-Creel, J. (2009)

e Includes people who lived, live or have visited protected areas

Climate change research applicable to protected areas
to date has focused on modelling habitat and /or
vegetation change under different climate change
scenarios and projecting the risks and opportunities
for flora/fauna, fire regimes, and park policies,
among other issues. Climate modelling of recreation
activities has also focused on projected risks and
opportunities for tourism and recreation, including
the implications for protected area managers at
different levels of government.

With a strong base of climate-environment
modelling, research has begun to emerge on the
adaptability of protected area organizations to address
the climate change issue. A few studies have
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examined the extent to which managers of protected
areas consider climate change a priority, and the
extent to which they are prepared for climate change
(e.g., is it integrated into policy, is there funding for
adaptations, scientific expertise in house). A select
few NAWPA members® have established climate
change strategies for their protected areas. However,
public understanding of the impact of climate change
on protected areas themselves (risks and
opportunities), and possible mitigating opportunities
are poorly understood.

Public Awareness & Connectivity

Public opinion research by public, private, and not-
for-profit sector organizations, and the media,
illustrate that citizens of Canada and the United
States are generally concerned about global warming
and climate change, but that they have difficulty
relating the concept to their day-to-day lives.
National, regional, and/or ad hoc public opinion
studies on global warming /climate change tend to
focus on whether citizens’:

¢ Worry about global warming (e.g., does it
exist, is it a serious issue, should we be
concerned);

4 Believe the science (e.g., is it caused by
nature or humans, will the projected
temperature increase occur, is it real, has it
begun);

4 Rank it above other social and
environmental concerns (e.g., acid rain);

4 Believe their own actions can mitigate it;
and/or

4 Believe their governments should address
the issue and/or perceptions of their
respective government’s current actions on
the issue

Public opinion on mitigating actions to climate
change has tended to focus on environmental ethics —
green energy options, recycling, eat local, tougher
regulations for industry. Working Group Il found no

6 Example: Climate Change Strategy for Protected Areas in Mexico (CONANP)

7 These surveys tend to compare opinions over time in a given country, compare
perceptions across countries (USA vs. Canada), and/or how opinions align with
political affiliations (e.g., Republicans, Democrats).

credible evidence in the scientific or grey literatures
for Canada, the United States, or Mexico about:

4 Public awareness and/or understanding of
how climate change may influence the
legacy of protected areas for future
generations;

4 Public perceptions of the importance of
protected areas in the context of climate
change;

4 Public awareness and/or understanding of
the management actions governments may
need to take to protect the ecological
integrity of protected areas;

4 Public awareness and/or support for
changing boundaries of protected areas in
response to climatic impacts; and/or,

4 Public awareness and/or support of the
benefits of landscape connectivity in
protected area management as a response to
climate change induced environmental
impacts.

Visitor perception of climate change induced
environmental change is a relatively new area of
research, and very few studies have explored reaction
and/or behavioural adaptations to such changes. A
recent study involved presenting visitors to Banff and
Waterton Lakes National Parks with scenarios of how
climate change could affect ecosystems in the
southern Canadian Rocky Mountains over the next
century. Participants were asked to reflect on each
scenario and consider whether they would still visit
the park if the changes occurred. The results suggest
that visitation would decline when the most
noticeable environmental changes emerge. The
current challenge though is that the people that will
experience the largest climate change induced
environmental impacts [and be potential visitors]
have yet to be born.

Conclusions

This state of knowledge report reveals that NAWPA
members conduct a wealth of research and undertake
critical public monitoring programs to meet the
management, policy, and performance objectives of
their respective organizations. Across NAWPA
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members however, a clear picture of visitors (and
non-visitors) outside of basic demographics requires
work. More is known about long-term general
support for the environment than specific protected
area types and/or systems (e.g., marine areas, national
forests), and challenges remain in linking climate
change with the day-to-day lives of North Americans,
including land management issues related to
protected areas. The compilation of visitor statistics
and relevance measurements are also particularly
challenging in marine environments, due in part to
the lack of clearly defined entry points.

Based on the current state of knowledge afforded by
the available research, Working Group Il remains
challenged to address the diverse and complex
questions posed by NAWPA Agency heads about
relevance. Working Group Il concludes this state-of-
knowledge report with options for further
consideration and some indication of their inherent
value (Table 4).

Table 4: Next steps

Options Value of Time &
information | Cost
1 | Longitudinal and High Very
comprehensive North high
American study
Iconic protected area study Medium High
Take action TBD TBD

Option 1: Longitudinal and comprehensive North
American study

If NAWPA Agency heads are concerned with cross-
cutting citizenry support for NAWPA-managed
protected areas, Working Group Il could undertake a
longitudinal tri-lateral national public opinion survey
to examine public attitudes and understanding of
protected areas, their relevance with respect to
climate change, and public support for adaptive
management actions (e.g., boundary changes,
landscape connectivity).  Public messaging (and
related evaluation) and other joint actions could
follow, based on the knowledge gained.

Option 2: Iconic protected area study

If NAWPA Agency heads are concerned with public
reaction to climate change-induced changes to

protected areas and the potential impact on
visitation/use, Working Group Il could undertake
case studies of a few iconic terrestrial and marine
protected areas in North America and examine the
attitudes and behavioural adaptations of visitors and
local residents to projected changes under climate
change. This study would involve climate change
scenarios and visitor surveys, and build on the Banff
study identified earlier. Public messaging (and related
evaluation) and other joint actions could follow,
based on knowledge gained.

Option 3: Take Action

If NAWPA Agency heads are concerned with action,
perhaps members need to move forward with efforts
to increase public understanding and support for
protected areas rather than conduct more research at
this time to gain additional knowledge.

In this situation, Group Il could share best practices,
activities and/or evaluations they are doing to connect
with their respective citizenry, and/or try to integrate
opportunities to work together and/or find parallels in
studies/programs where feasible, which may or may
not include research. In addition, Working Group
could develop joint activities (e.g., something for
World Environment Day) to raise awareness of the
relevance of protected areas ftrilaterally. In this
option, it might be appropriate for Working Group 11
to be re-oriented towards practitioners in NAWPA
organizations.
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