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Executive Summary 
 

Since the designation of the first national park in 1872 and the creation of the National 
Park Service (NPS) in 1916, national parks have preserved some of the countries most 
significant lands by protecting scenic areas, culturally important lands, historic spaces, natural 
resources, habitat, wildlife, and areas of scientific interest. National parks have become 
increasingly popular with the 100th anniversary celebration of the NPS in 2016, and the National 
Park Service overall has seen record-breaking visitation for the third straight year.  

 
As more people decide to visit national parks, there is also increased demand for goods 

and services within parks, and an interest to capitalize on the economic opportunities from an 
increase in park popularity. These private companies that service national parks, also known as 
commercial services, provide lodging, food service, shopping and guided activities.  

 
One method for commercial services to obtain authorizations to operate within the park is 

through a Commercial Use Authorization. Commercial Use Authorizations (CUA) are short-term 
permits that “authorizes an individual, group, company, or other for-profit entity to conduct 
commercial activities and provide specific visitor services within a national park unit.” 
Applicants interested in obtaining a CUA must go through an application process, in which they 
must pay a fee and fulfill all conditions of the permit such as providing proof of insurance, 
licenses, registration or certificates, and other requirements.  

 
One area in particular that is experiencing these increases in visitation and increase in 

CUA holders is the Southeast Utah Group (SEUG) of the NPS. The number of CUAs issued in 
SEUG has grown at an overwhelming rate and this increase could potentially cause resource 
damage, visitor safety issues, visitor experience issues, and an increase in administrative burden 
to manage these CUAs. The purpose of this paper is to analyze current CUA management 
strategies at SEUG and compare them to other national park’s commercial use management 
strategies to help determine recommendations for long-term management strategies that SEUG 
can implement.  

 
I conducted a qualitative analysis in the form of literature reviews and semi-structured 

interviews. First, I conducted a literature review of NPS policies that provide guidance on CUAs. 
Next, I conducted a literature review and interviews for 10 other western NPS sites with similar 
park resources and values that are dealing with similar increases in visitation and CUAs. I 
collected information about Bryce Canyon National Park, Dinosaur National Monument, Glacier 
National Park, Glen Canyon National Recreation Area, Grand Canyon National Park, Mount 
Rainier National Park, Mesa Verde National Park, Rocky Mountain National Park, Yellowstone 
National Park, and Zion National Park. I also spoke to NPS staff at the Washington Support 
Office (WASO), who provided insight into national level guidance on CUAs. 

 
The first section of this paper provides an overview of the NPS, SEUG, increases in 

visitation overall in the NPS, increases in visitations within SEUG, definitions and context on 



commercial services in national parks, and how commercial services obtain authorization to 
operate in the park. 

 
The second section of this paper explains the methods for this study, including the 

documents I reviewed for my literature review, the 10 NPS sites I interviewed and why they 
were chosen, and the interview with NPS staff at the Washington Support Office (WASO) of the 
NPS. 

 
The third part of this paper provides the results of the literature review and summaries of 

the major NPS policies that provide guidance on management of CUAs, followed by the current 
state of CUA management at SEUG, and CUA management strategies at the 10 parks I 
interviewed. It also discusses the future of CUA management and forthcoming policy changes 
coming from WASO. 

 
The fourth part of this paper discusses connections between the literature review of NPS 

policies and the park interviews, common themes seen among parks in CUA management, 
addressing how strategies can mitigate the effects of increased number of CUAs on park 
resources and staff, clarifying confusion on current guidance in place, and predicting the impacts 
of future changes in CUA guidance. 

 
The fifth part of this paper provides concluding remarks based on the research and 

recommendations for SEUG on both short-term and long-term strategies to manage CUAs for 
mitigating resource damage, visitor safety issues, visitor experience issues and administrative 
burden. It also mentions future implications and research on this topic. 

 
Ultimately, this report makes several key points and recommendations: 
 

• NPS policies on CUA management lack guidance, but provide flexibility in how parks 
manage their CUA program 
 

• Every NPS site manages CUAs differently, and there should be more communication 
between parks on best management practices and proven strategies 

 
• Future CUA policy changes will hopefully help standardize CUA management across 

parks and provide more guidance and clarity on CUA management 
 

• In the short term, SEUG can employ various methods to streamline the CUA application 
process for both applicants and the staff who have to process applications, update their 
CUA website to be as informative as possible, and increase communication and 
transparency with CUA holders 

 
• In the long term, SEUG should consider beginning the process of creating a Commercial 

Service Strategy or a Commercial Service Plan to discuss among an interdisciplinary 
team of NPS staff what the commercial capacity of the park is, whether or not CUAs 
should be limited, and how they want to manage CUAs into the future 
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Introduction 

 National parks in the United States have long served as scenic vacation destinations, 

places for recreational opportunities, sources of economic stimulus to nearby towns, and have 

protected many our countries most majestic landscapes. The foresight to protect these beautiful 

landscapes began with the world’s first national park, which was created by the United States in 

1872 with the designation of Yellowstone National Park ("History," n.d.). Yellowstone was 

protected for its natural beauty and unique features but also, to prevent development, 

privatization, and commercialization of the area (“Birth of a National Park,” n.d.). In the 

following years, as additional national parks and monuments were designated, unified leadership 

to manage these lands was realized with the creation of the National Park Service (NPS) in 1916 

(“History,” n.d.). And since then, national parks have preserved some of the countries most 

significant lands by protecting scenic areas, culturally important lands, and historic spaces. 

Today, over 100 years after the creation of the NPS, there are 417 NPS sites (“Frequently Asked 

Questions,” 2016), and national parks are as popular as ever providing vacation destinations, a 

haven for outdoor recreationists, and educational opportunities. They also help protect highly 

valued natural resources, habitat, wildlife, scenery, historic landmarks, culturally valuable places, 

and areas of scientific interest.  

However, with the 100th anniversary celebration of the NPS in 2016, the National Park 

Service overall has seen record-breaking visitation for the third straight year. The centennial year 

of the NPS saw 330,971,689 visitors, which is significantly larger than 2015’s record-breaking 

visitation of 307,247,252 visitors (“Annual Summary Report,” 2017). Visitation numbers are 

collected by the NPS at each individual park through various methods to determine the total 
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number of all different types of park visitors including “recreation, non-recreation, hours, 

concessioner lodging and camping, tent, RV, backcountry, and miscellaneous overnight stays” 

(“National Report,” 2017). While this increase in visitation indicates a greater interest in the 

outdoors and a desire to see the wonders our national parks have to offer, this level of increase in 

visitation comes with adverse consequences. More visitors coming into parks causes resource 

damage, overcrowding, diminished visitor experience, visitor safety issues, and an increased 

need for park rangers to respond to medical incidents and search and rescue operations. In 

particular, Yellowstone is a good example of a park that has experienced many of these issues 

due to visitation increase. In 2015, Yellowstone saw over 4 million visitors and issued over 

52,000 violation notices to visitors who violated park regulations and laws pertaining to resource 

protection (Fitzgerald, 2016). These violations included breaking thermal features, interacting 

with wildlife, and public urination (Fitzgerald, 2016), which are harmful to park resources and 

pose threat to humans safety, especially when the thermal features and wildlife have caused 

injury and death in Yellowstone before. In addition, interacting with animals can cause huge 

backups on roads and trails causing frustration as people attempt to move through the park to get 

to their destination. And anecdotally from my three months working in Canyonlands National 

Park in 2014 as a Park Guide Intern, more visitors in parks leads to longer lines at the entrance 

station and people have to wait for other visitors to move out of the frame to take pictures at key 

overlooks or landmarks, all which cause diminished experiences for visitors. There is also 

overcrowding in parking lots causing cars to park outside of the paved areas, and backup at trails 

causing people to step off the trail harming the important resources and creating safety issues 

because of potentially unsafe conditions off trail. 
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As more people decide to visit national parks, there is also an increased demand for 

goods and services within parks, and an interest to capitalize on the economic opportunities from 

an increase in park popularity. These private companies that service national parks, also known 

as commercial services, provide lodging, food service, shopping and guided activities ranging 

from tours, hiking, backpacking trips, mountain biking, climbing, kayaking, rafting, and even 

transportation in the form of tour buses in the front country and four wheel drive vehicles in the 

backcountry. They are able to fill a gap where the NPS cannot and/or does not provide goods and 

services within the park. Commercial services have worked within parks since Yellowstone was 

designated as a national park in 1872 (“NPS Commercial Service,” 2017), and they continue to 

assist the parks in providing high quality experiences to visitors. With the increase in visitation, 

the market is growing for commercial services, so as a result, administrative burden has 

increased on the NPS staff that manage commercial services authorizations companies must 

receive in order to operate inside the parks. And similarly to visitation increases, an increase in 

commercial services can also cause overcrowding in particular locations, visitor safety issues, 

and damages to resources due to the large group sizes. 

 

Southeast Utah Group (SEUG) 
One area in particular that is experiencing these increases in visitation and increases in 

commercial services is the Southeast Utah Group (SEUG) of the NPS. SEUG is comprised of 

four NPS sites in the southeast corner Utah that are grouped together to share a main 

headquarters office in Moab, Utah. These four NPS sites are Arches National Park, Canyonlands 

National Park, Natural Bridges National Monument, and Hovenweep National Monument. In 

particular, this paper will be focusing just on Arches and Canyonlands because they are the most 

similar in terms of park resources and values, receive much larger numbers of visitors, and have 
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similar commercial service uses. Arches and Canyonlands are located in southeast Utah near 

Moab, a small city of 5,046 residents as of 2010 (“Quick Facts: Moab,” 2016) that is reliant on 

tourism to support its economy (Peterson, 2014). Arches and Canyonlands generally have similar 

uses such as day hiking, backcountry hiking, camping, photography, rock climbing, and 

stargazing. Both have scenic drives, roadside overlooks, 4-wheel drive backcountry roads, 

interpretive ranger programs, biking on paved roads, and guided ranger hikes. Unique to 

Canyonlands are opportunities for backpacking trips, mountain biking, and boating on the 

Colorado and Green Rivers. And only Arches offers opportunities for canyoneering. 

Arches was established as a national monument in 1929 and attained national park status 

in 1971 (“Arches: Park Founders,” n.d). It was protected for its distinctive landscape containing 

the largest concentration of natural arches on earth; its scenic view atop the Colorado Plateau 

with the La Sal Mountains in the background; its unique ecosystem, which provides 

opportunities for scientific study; and a range of highly significant cultural sites from the last 

12,000 years (“Foundation Doc: Arches,” 2013).   

Canyonlands was established as a national park in 1964 and is divided by the Colorado 

River and Green Rivers into four distinctive, unique, and unlinked districts: (1) Island in the Sky, 

(2) Needles, (3) the Maze, and (4) the rivers themselves (“Foundation Doc: Canyonlands,” 

2013). Canyonlands was designated as a national park for its expansive geology including 

canyons, spires, buttes, and mesas, the Green and Colorado rivers that run through the park and 

combine together at the confluence, cultural resources and significant archeological sites, historic 

mining and ranching roads, frontcountry and backcountry experiences, and scientific 

opportunities in its ecosystem and cultural history (“Foundation Doc: Canyonlands,” 2013).  
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Over the years, both Arches and Canyonlands have seen significant increases in 

visitation. Visitation has nearly doubled for both Arches and Canyonlands since 2006 and has 

grown by nearly 20% in the NPS overall, as seen in Figure 1 below. This is especially impressive 

because growth in overall NPS visitation has exceeded U.S. population growth over this same 

time period, which has only increased roughly 8% since 2006 (“US Population by Year,” 2017). 

In 2006 Arches had 833,049 visitors, and last year in 2016, Arches received a total of 1,585,718 

visitors (“Park Statistics: Arches, 2017)”. Similarly, Canyonlands saw 392,537 visitors in 2006 

and this increased to 776,218 in 2016 (“Park Statistics: Canyonlands,” 2017). The NPS 

Centennial, which launched in 2015, certainly was a factor causing these increases in visitation 

The Centennial celebration including various campaigns, most notably the Find Your Park 

multimedia marketing campaign which encouraged people to connect with national parks 

(Jackson, 2015). The steeper growth in Canyonlands and Arches visitation compared to overall 

in the NPS may in part be due to the simultaneous multimillion dollar The Mighty Five™ 

Figure 1. The percent growth in visitation for Canyonlands (CANY), Arches (ARCH), and 
the overall NPS total from a baseline of 2006 until 2016. 
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campaign launched in 2013 that promoted Utah’s five national parks on TV commercials, social 

media, wallscapes, and more (Cayford, 2013).  

 

The Role of Commercial Services in the NPS 
Commercial services provide a valuable resource to park visitors by offering goods and 

services, providing different ways to enjoy the parks, and making experiences accessible that 

may be too expensive or infeasible for visitors to do on their own. The NPS Commercial 

Services website states, “commercial services are defined as any activity or service that occurs in 

a park for which compensation is made” (“Commercial Services Planning,” 2016). As previously 

mentioned, commercial services have worked within NPS sites since 1872 and continue to 

provide value to park visitors, the national parks in which they operate, and nearby communities 

who benefit from employment opportunities and economic growth. Commercial services are able 

to fill a gap for goods and services that the NPS does not provide, such as lodging at the Old 

Faithful Inn at Yellowstone, a sit down dinner at one of the many dining options within the 

Grand Canyon, a visit to a gift shop within a park visitor center, or a guided tour through the 

backcountry, to name a few examples. There are a few different ways that commercial services 

can operate in parks, including but not limited to concession contracts and commercial use 

authorizations (CUA); however, this paper will focus on CUAs. To shed light the types of 

opportunities commercial services provide and when a concession contract or a CUA is 

appropriate, the NPS Commercial Services website provides this clarification: “some activities 

and services begin and end inside the park and require the utilization of park resources to be 

provided such as food, lodging, supplies, and some guided activities; they are generally 

authorized by a concession contract. Some activities begin and end outside the park but utilize 

the park in the course of doing business such as guiding and instructional services; they are 
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generally authorized by a commercial use authorization” (“Commercial Services Planning,” 

2017). 

The main strategy for operating a commercial service within a park is a concession 

contract. There are over 500 concession contracts in the NPS bringing in $1 billion annually in 

gross receipts (“About Us,” 2012). These are long term contracts that provide various services 

through a third party (also known as a concessioner) that must be “necessary and appropriate for 

the visitor use and enjoyment of the park” (“Commercial Services Management,” 2016). These 

contracts last for 10 years or less and go through a more intensive vetting process than CUAs 

that involves multiple years for planning, solicitation, selection and awarding of concession 

contracts. There are also three different categories of concession contracts: Category I contracts 

allow constructing capital improvements on park lands, Category II allows concessioners to 

operate on assigned land or in a government building but without making construction or capital 

improvements to the property, and Category III concessioners are not assigned a building or land 

(“Contract Development,” 2016). SEUG only offers Category III contracts and currently has 29 

concession contracts (B. Hickey & M. Hill, personal communication, March 14, 2017). 

CUAs are short-term permits that “authorizes an individual, group, company, or other 

for-profit entity to conduct commercial activities and provide specific visitor services within a 

national park unit” (“Commercial Use Authorizations,” 2017).1 In general, they “may be issued 

only to authorize services that 1) are determined to be an appropriate use of the park; 2) will have 

minimal impact on park resources and values; and 3) are consistent with the purpose for which 

the unit was established, as well as all applicable management plans, park policies, and 

regulations” (“Management Policies,” 2006). These permits last for 1 to 2 years, the 

                                                
1 CUAs have previously been defined on the NPS Concessions Management website as “granted to private 
businesses to permit small-scale commercial activities” (“NPS Commercial Services,” 2017), however an updated 
definition is reflected here that excludes the provision that it is for “small-scale commercial activities.” 
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superintendent of the park has the authority to approve CUAs, and previous CUA holders do not 

get preference when issuing CUAs in the future, also known as right of renewal (“Interim 

Guidelines,” 2005). CUA holders must go through an application process, in which they must 

pay a fee and fulfill all requirements of the permit such as providing proof of insurance, licenses, 

registration or certificates, etc. CUAs can be issued in an unlimited capacity until the quantity 

issued is “inconsistent with the preservation and proper management of park resources and 

values” (“Management Policies,” 2006). There are two different types of CUAs: (1) in-park 

CUAs that originate in the park, are solely provided in the park, and cannot exceed $25,000 in 

annual gross receipts, such as the sale of firewood in a park campground and, (2) out-of-park 

CUAs that originate and terminate outside of the park and there is no cap on gross annual 

receipts (“Management Policies,” 2006). This paper will focus on the out-of-park CUAs issued 

by SEUG, because SEUG does not issue in-park CUAs.  

The purpose of this paper is to analyze current CUA management strategies at SEUG and 

compare them to other national park’s commercial use management strategies to help determine 

long-term management strategies that SEUG can implement. This paper focuses on CUAs 

because of the lack of guidance on CUA management, meaning that there is a wide variation in 

how parks manage their CUA program. In addition, there is a lack of communication between 

parks about the differences in CUA management strategies so this paper seeks to bridge that gap 

and provide information about a variety of ways that CUAs are managed in different parks to 

find common themes and share new ideas. Finally, the focus is on CUAs because of the 

increasing administrative burden that CUA management is causing in SEUG. Ultimately, this 

paper will provide recommendations to SEUG for longer term strategic planning regarding 

CUAs.  
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Methods 

I conducted a qualitative analysis in the form of literature reviews and interviews. First, I 

conducted a literature review of broad overarching NPS policies including the Concessions 

Management Improvement Act of 1998, the 2005 Interim Guidelines for CUAs, the 2006 NPS 

Management Policies, Title 26 of the Code of Federal Regulations, and the memorandum on 

Charging Fees for Commercial Use Authorizations. I also examined a brief history of CUA 

management at SEUG as well as its current CUA program. I conducted frequent phone 

interviews with my client to attain information on current strategies in place at SEUG and to seek 

feedback and advice on information gathering strategies.  

I conducted interviews with 10 other NPS sites via email and phone. My client suggested 

a list of ideal other NPS sites to analyze, based on similarities in visitor increases, location, and 

similar issues managing increasing CUAs. I sent emails to a staff member in the concession 

management department at the following 9 NPS sites: Bryce Canyon National Park, Dinosaur 

National Monument, Glacier National Park, Glen Canyon National Recreation Area, Grand 

Canyon National Park, Mesa Verde National Park, Rocky Mountain National Park, Yellowstone 

National Park, and Zion National Park. Ultimately I either emailed with or spoke on the phone to 

someone from each of these parks. I conducted semi-structured phone interviews with Philip 

Arrington, Concessions Management Specialist and Jack Burns, Chief of Commercial Services 

and Partnerships at Zion; Ashley Dunbar, Concessions Management Assistant, and Betsy 

Donehoo, Permits Program Manager at Grand Canyon; George Helfrich, Chief of Concessions 

Management at Yellowstone; Dewey Higley, Concessions Management Specialist at Mesa 

Verde; Mark Wilson, Concessions Management Specialist at Dinosaur; and Mary Wysong, Chief 

of Concessions Management at Glacier. I communicated via email with Albertha Dallemolle, 
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Concessions Specialist/CUA Coordinator at Glen Canyon; John Hannon, Management 

Specialist--Business Programs at Rocky Mountain; and Janice Stock, Concessions Management 

Specialist at Bryce Canyon. Information on Mount Rainier was also provided courtesy of Mary 

Wysong, who previously worked on the Mount Rainier CUA program, which I followed up with 

a phone interview to clarify details with Jan Crosetto, Concessions Assistant at Mount Rainier. 

Please refer to Table 1 for a list of the 10 national parks I interviewed, their major ecosystem(s) 

and visitation trends. The interviews were loosely structured and most participants interviewed 

were asked questions about whether or not they limit CUAs, formal and informal CUA 

management strategies employed at their park, strategies to reduce administrative burden, and 

mistakes or cautionary tales regarding CUA management.  

Next, I conducted a literature review for the 10 other western NPS sites I interviewed. 

Given that overwhelming visitation numbers is a growing issue in the NPS, there are both formal 

Commercial Service Plans and Commercial Service Strategies as well as informal management 

strategies in place to more effectively manage commercial use in a way that ensures a safe and 

high quality visitor experience, while protecting park resources. This paper will focus on 

informal management strategies, but will briefly discuss the Rocky Mountain National Park 

Commercial Service Strategy for Guided Climbing and Technical Mountaineering and the 

Mount Rainier National Park Commercial Service Plan.  

I also spoke via phone with staff at the Washington Support Office (WASO), which is 

comprised of the NPS national headquarters and support centers. At WASO, I spoke with 

Samantha Towery, the Commercial Use Authorization Program Manager and Debra Hecox, 

Supervisory Concessions Specialist, who provided me with insight on the national scale CUA 

policies and management. Finally, I provided a recommendation and research for SEUG to use 
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as they move forward in to create long-term strategic plans for the management of their CUA 

program 

 
 

National Park Ecosystem Type Visitation in 
2006a 

Visitation in 
2016a 

Percent Growth 
from 2006-2016 

Dinosaur 
National 
Monument 

Desert, riverineb 278,473 304,312 9.3% 

Mesa Verde 
National Park 

Shrubland, 
montanec 

557,248 583,527 4.7% 

Mount Rainier 
National Park 

Forest, subalpine 
parkland, alpine 
tundrad 

1,113,601 1,256,913 21.8% 

Bryce Canyon 
National Park 

Deserte 890,676 2,365,110 165.5% 

Glacier National 
Park 

Glacial, 
montane, 
aquatic, forestf 

1,964,399 2,946,681 50.0% 

Glen Canyon 
Recreational 
Area 

Desert, riverineg 1,885,378 3,239,525 71.8% 

Yellowstone 
National Park 

Forest, 
geothermalh 

2,870,295 4,257,177 48.3% 

Zion National 
Park 

Desert, riverine, 
woodlandi 

2,567,350 4,295,127 67.3% 

Rocky Mountain 
National Park 

Montane, 
subalpine, alpine 
tundra, glaciersj 

2,743,676 4,517,585 64.7% 

Grand Canyon 
National Park 

Riverine, 
riparian, desert 
scrub, woodand, 
forestk 

4,279,439 5,969,811 39.5% 

Table 1. Ecosystem and visitation information for each national park interviewed, listed in order 
of increasing visitation. 
 

a (“Park Reports,” 2017), b(“Dinosaur: Natural Features & Ecosystems,” n.d), c(“Mesa Verde: Nature & 
Science,” n.d), d(“Mount Rainier: Nature & Science,” n.d), e(“Bryce Canyon: Plants,” n.d.), f(“Glacier: 
Natural Features & Ecosystems,” n.d), g(“Glen Canyon: Natural Features & Ecosystems,” n.d), 
h(“Yellowstone: Greater Yellowstone Area,” n.d), i(“Zion: Natural Features & Ecosystems.” n.d), j(“Rocky 
Mountain: Natural Features & Ecosystems,” n.d), k(“Grand Canyon Ecosystems,” 2011). 
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Results 

National Policies and Guidance Surrounding CUAs 
 Currently, there are three main policies that govern CUA management in the NPS: the 

Concessions Management Improvement Act of 1998, the 2005 Interim Guidelines for CUAs, the 

2006 NPS Management Policies, and Charging Fees for Commercial Use Authorization. In 

addition, certain parks have exceptions under title 36 of the Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) 

that may impact how they manage CUAs. Finally, WASO also provides support at a national 

level to NPS sites and regional offices, and offers insight on guidance and policy for CUA 

management. 

 

The Concessions Management Improvement Act of 1998 

 The Concessions Management Improvement Act of 1998, also called the National Park 

Omnibus Management Act of 1998, governs the relationship between commercial services and 

the NPS to improve management and accountability. It mainly addresses concession contracts, 

but Section 418 authorizes the issuance of CUAs in limited circumstances, and the authority to 

issue CUAs is delegated to the Superintendent of the par. CUAs did not exist prior to this act and 

replaced Incidental Business Permits (IBP), which were issued to businesses that conducted 

activities in national parks but all other aspects of their operations occurred outside of the park 

(“Lake Mead,” 2002). The Concessions Management Act set criteria to issue CUAs including 

that services will have “minimal impact on resources and values” and “are consistent with the 

purpose for which the unit was established and with all applicable management plans and park 

policies and regulations” (National Parks Omnibus Management Act of 1998). In addition, it 

gives parks the authority to charge CUA applicants a reasonable fee paid to the park set “at a 
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minimum, to recover associated management and administrative costs” (National Parks Omnibus 

Management Act of 1998). Furthermore, steps must be taken to limit liability, CUAs can be 

issued until the number issued is no longer “consistent with the preservation and proper 

management of park resources and values”, and an activity must be “determine[d] appropriate 

for the protection of visitors, provision of adequate and appropriate visitor services, and 

protection and proper management of the resources and values of the park” (National Parks 

Omnibus Management Act of 1998). It also determines that CUAs will be issued for in-park 

commercial operation that make less than $25,000 in gross annual receipts, incidental activities 

with “services originating and terminating outside of the park…[and] children’s camps, outdoor 

clubs, and nonprofit institutions…[in which] taxable income is derived by the institution from 

the authorized use” (National Parks Omnibus Management Act of 1998). Additionally, there is a 

prohibition on construction; and 2-year limit on the duration of CUAs; there is no right of 

preference in renewal; and there is the clarification that CUA holders may also have concession 

contracts (National Parks Omnibus Management Act of 1998). However, no regulations 

implementing this section of the law have been promulgated (G. Helfrich, personal 

communications, February 24, 2017). 

 

2005 Interim Guidelines 

In 2005 while CUA regulation was being revised to implement Section 418 of the 

Concessions Management Improvement Act, NPS Deputy Directory Stephen Martin released 

Interim Guidelines for CUA management, which provides further guidance for NPS units to 

manage their CUA program (“Interim Guidelines,” 2005). The interim guidelines clarify the 

distinction between the already defined in-park CUAs and out-of-park CUAs, which do not have 
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a cap on gross annual receipts (“Interim Guidelines,” 2005). It establishes and expands on the 

conditions for issuing a CUA including that the commercial service must have minimal impact, 

be consistent with establishment purposes of park, and consistent with park management plans, 

policies and regulations (“Interim Guidelines,” 2005). It also allows the number of CUAs issued 

to be limited by stating, “the superintendent is not to issue more CUAs than are consistent with 

the preservation and proper management of park resources and values,” while also allows for the 

limiting the conditions for which the CUA was issued (including group size, number of trips, 

user days, etc.) (“Interim Guidelines,” 2005). The process for issuing a limited number of CUAs 

is laid out in these guidelines, clarifying that a competitive process giving all applicants a fair 

opportunity to obtain a CUA is required, and CUAs must go to the most qualified applicants. 

However, it is up to the park to determine the criteria for this competitive process to select which 

applicants should receive CUAs (“Interim Guidelines,” 2005).2 Additionally, this clarifies that 

the decision process to issue CUAs or limit CUAs must be made in compliance with park 

planning policies and procedures. Furthermore, this document expands on things mentioned in 

the Concessions Management Improvement Act of 1998 such as nonprofits relation to CUAs as 

well as fees. One major change is that the Interim Guidelines defines commercial tours as 

“consist[ing] of one or more persons traveling on an itinerary that has been packaged, priced or 

sold for leisure/recreational purposes and no other services (except for incidental services such as 

on-board interpretation and box lunches) are provided,” and requires that tours receive CUAs if 

they meet the requirements of the Interim Guidelines (“Interim Guidelines,” 2005). The Interim 

Guidelines also provide more details on fees, stating that IBP fee structure should be followed 

until additional guidance is issued. Finally, the guidelines provide a standardized CUA form to 

be used for issuing CUAs. 
                                                
2 More information about the selection process in the Discussion section of this paper 
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2006 NPS Management Policies 

The 2006 NPS Management Policies references CUAs in section 10.3 and essentially 

restates what has already been said in both the Concessions Management Act of 1998 and the 

Interim Guidelines. It reiterates the general conditions for which a CUA can be issued and when 

CUAs can be limited from the Interim Guidelines, as well as the CUA requirements, limitations, 

construction prohibition, duration, and other contracts sections from the Concessions 

Management Act (“Management Policies,” 2006). There is slight variation in wording but the 

meaning is not significantly changed. One difference is that this document provides a clarified 

definition of CUAs as a “a permit that authorizes suitable commercial services to park area 

visitors in limited circumstances,” the limited circumstances being the three criteria previously 

mentioned that CUAs must be appropriate for the park, have minimal impact, and be consistent 

with purpose for which park was established (“Management Policies,” 2006). 

 

Title 36 of the Federal Code of Regulation 

Title 36 of the Federal Code of Regulation, or 36 CFR, is the rules and regulations issued 

by federal agencies to manage parks, forests, and public property. Overall this document covers a 

broad range of regulations, but Chapter 1 (which covers regulations specific to the NPS) Part 5 

and Part 7 refer to regulations on commercial use within certain parks. Part 5.3 sets forth the 

regulation that business operations within park areas are required to have a permit, contract, or 

written agreement, therefore making it illegal to operate in the park without authorization such as 

a concession contract or a CUA (36 CFR, 2010). Part 5.4 lists parks that prohibit commercial 

passenger-carrying motor vehicles. In particular, this includes the following parks I interviewed: 
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Glacier, Grand Canyon, Mesa Verde, and Yellowstone. This part also defines when 

transportation is and is not commercial, defines “owner” and “operator,” and vehicle size 

restrictions (36 CFR, 2010). 

Part 7 pertains to special regulations specific to certain NPS sites. While there is variation 

in these special regulations, some of the parks have specific stipulations relevant to CUA 

management and many of these stipulations clarify the restriction of commercial passenger-

carrying motor vehicles listed in Part 5. Many of the parks I interviewed have special regulations 

listed in Part 7, but only Glacier, Grand Canyon, Yellowstone, and Mesa Verde that have 

stipulations in 36 CFR referencing commercial use in the parks (36 CFR, 2010). For Glacier, 36 

CFR Part 7.3 states that there are exceptions to the prohibition of commercial passenger-carrying 

motor vehicles (36 CFR, 2010). These exceptions state which sections of road that commercial 

transport vehicles are allowed on and that commercial passenger-carrying motor vehicles may be 

admitted to the park for incidental purposes on a general, infrequent and nonscheduled tour, as 

long as it does not conflict or compete with public tours that have contract authorization (36 

CFR, 2010). Part 7.4 on special regulations for the Grand Canyon gives the exception that 

commercial passenger carrying motor vehicles, which are operated incidentally on a “general, 

infrequent, and nonscheduled tour,” will be admitted to the park (36 CFR, 2012). Similarly, Part 

7.13 that lists Yellowstone’s special regulations exempts “motor vehicles operated on an 

infrequent and non-scheduled tour on which the visit to the park is an incident to such tour” but 

specifies that this is only allowed to deliver passengers to where they are staying overnight and 

forbids sightseeing operations (36 CFR, 2012). And Mesa Verde, as later explained in further 

detail, also has special regulations that state an exception to incidental commercial automobiles 

and buses that operate infrequently on a nonscheduled tour (36 CFR, 2012). 
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Charging Fees for Commercial Use Authorizations 

 In November 2015, Chief Financial Officer for the NPS, Lena McDowell, issued a 

memorandum supplementary to the 2005 Interim Guidelines that provides guidance on how to 

collect fees to recover the cost of administering and managing CUAs. This document defines a 

reasonable fee as “either the fee to recover the full cost of providing the benefit or the market 

price” (“Charging Fees,” 2015). Parks may choose between these two methods, but both must, at 

a minimum, recover the costs of associated management and administration of the CUA 

(“Charging Fees,” 2015). It goes further to explain how to calculate each of the two methods. For 

the cost recovery method, it explains direct and indirect costs as well as overhead costs that must 

be recovered, and explains that these costs can be recovered via a mandatory application fee and 

a management fee (“Charging Fees,” 2015). The market price fee for CUAs uses the market 

price to determine the value of a business opportunity and is most commonly calculated based on 

a percentage of gross receipts of the business and the type of service the CUA is being issued for 

(“Charging Fees,” 2015). The document also provides guidance on establishing a fee schedule, 

reviewing costs and fees, collecting fees, acceptable methods of payments, accounting, and 

expending CUA funds (“Charging Fees,” 2015). 

 

Washington Support Office Policies and Guidance 

 I conducted two phone interviews with staff members at WASO. The first call was with 

Samantha Towery, CUA Program Manager, who handles service-wide policy and guidance 

regarding CUAs and assists parks with working through CUA issues. The second phone call was 

with both Ms. Towery and her supervisor, Debra Hecox, Supervisory Concessions Specialist.  As 
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of February 2017, Ms. Towery has been in her current position with the NPS for a year and is the 

first person hired specifically to work full time on CUA management. Previously CUA 

management had been defaulted to other positions as a collateral duty, but the CUA Program 

Manager position grew from overall recognition that CUAs were increasingly becoming a bigger 

management issue and WASO needed to put policy into place to formalize advice regarding 

CUA management (D. Hecox & S. Towery, personal communication, April 18, 2017). WASO is 

working to help unify NPS policy on CUAs as parks across the nation are seeing an increasing 

number of CUAs being issued (S. Towery, personal communication, February 7, 2017). She is 

working on service-wide limiting guidelines and compliance guidance for CUAs that would 

standardize management across the NPS, provide direction regarding CUAs, and modernize the 

CUA application process (S. Towery, personal communication, February 7, 2017). This 

modernization includes making the updated CUA website easier to find, updating language on 

CUAs and frequently asked questions to clarify when a CUA is necessary, and clarifying how to 

apply, fees, and annual report requirements (“Commercial Use Authorizations,” 2017). In 

addition, beginning June 1 there will be a map feature that will allow people to click on the park 

for which they are interested in learning more about CUAs, which will then link them to that 

park’s CUA webpage (S. Towery, personal communication, April 19, 2017). The website may 

also include a centralized CUA website to download a standardized application and reporting 

forms, and the standardization of fees (S. Towery, personal communication, February 7, 2017). 

But Ms. Towery also acknowledges that this may be a difficult balance to strike between 

providing enough guidance for parks that need it but also flexibility for parks that already have 

an established management strategy that works for them. There is also service-wide guidance 

being created that requires tour buses that operate within parks to obtain a CUA, to ensure that 
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parks are collecting fees necessary to recover the costs of what it takes to run the CUA program 

(S. Towery, personal communication, February 7, 2017). 

Ms. Towery suggested in order to skip the tedious formal planning process that must 

occur to limit CUAs, instead parks can limit the activities for which CUA holders can obtain 

permits or limit the conditions of the CUAs (S. Towery, personal communication, February 7, 

2017). Limiting conditions could include limiting the hours CUA holders can operate, the group 

size, the number of days a year they can conduct business in a park, etc. This can be done 

without a formal planning process as long as there is an administrative record and a valid reason, 

such as visitor safety or resource impacts (S. Towery, personal communication, February 7, 

2017). The other suggestion she made is that when a formal visitor use or commercial planning 

process begins, parks are allowed to temporarily cap number of CUAs throughout the planning 

process (S. Towery, personal communication, February 7, 2017). Therefore, the number of 

CUAs issued at the start of the formal planning process can be held steady throughout the 

multiple-year planning process. 

 

Current state of CUAs in SEUG 
The number of CUAs that SEUG has issued has skyrocketed from 24 in 2009 to 267 

CUAs in 2016 (Hill, 2017). Today, the types of CUAs being issued from SEUG include day 

hiking, backpacking, photo workshops, and tours and transportation (“Canyonlands: Do Business 

With Us,” 2017). As displayed in Figure 2 below, the largest increase in CUAs has come from 

the tours and transportation sector. This can be attributed to increasing interest in visiting these 

parks and growing visitation, but it is also worth noting that prior to 2016, SEUG was lax about 

requiring that tours and transportation obtain a CUA prior to entering the park, due to unclear 

guidance on whether or not tours were required to obtain CUAs prior to 2016 (B. Hickey & M. 
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Hill, personal communication, March 23, 2017). Therefore, the numbers of CUAs issued for 

tours and transportation prior to 2016 is not reflective of the true number of tour and 

transportation commercial services operating in the park. There has been a slight increase in day 

hiking and photo workshop CUAs being issued since 2009, but ultimately these types of permits 

along with day use road biking and backpacking have stayed relatively steady over the years and 

have not seen the same level of growth that tours and transportation is experiencing. Currently, 

the number of CUAs being issued has grown to an amount that has overwhelmed SEUG and 

caused significant administrative burden for the fixed number of staff members in charge of 

managing commercial uses. Figure 3 shows that the increase in CUAs at SEUG has vastly 

outpaced the increase in visitation at both Arches and Canyonlands with a 1000% growth in the 

number of CUAs issued between 2009 and 2016 compared to a 59% increase in visitation at 

Figure 2. A bar graph demonstrating the different types of CUAs being issued in SEUG 
between 2009 and 2016 (Hill, 2016). 
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Arches and a 78% increase in visitation at Canyonlands between 2009 and 2016. Continual 

increase in CUAs could potentially result in loss of oversight due to insufficient number of staff 

responsible for issuing CUAs, constraint on law enforcement’s ability to enforce CUA 

conditions, and could also cause resource damage, diminishing visitor experience, and visitor 

safety issues.  

In addition, many of SEUG’s CUA holders are groups that are only visiting the parks a 

few times a year. Michael Hill, the Concessions Management Specialist at SEUG, predicted that 

approximately 5 out of 80 commercial tours are one-time visitors, and half of the still 

photography CUAs only visit the parks once or twice (B. Hickey & M. Hill, personal 

communication, March 23, 2017). In addition, there is a large spectrum of CUA holders in the 

park, ranging from local small-scale business operations to massive commercial bus tours 

Figure 3. Percent growth of Arches and Canyonlands visitation compared to the number of 
CUAs issued by SEUG between 2009 and 2016. 
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making millions of dollars per year (B. Hickey & M. Hill, personal communication, March 23, 

2017). 

The SEUG CUA program follows the previously discussed national guidance including 

NPS 2006 Management Policies, the Concessions Management Improvement Act of 1998, the 

2005 Interim Guidance and Charging Fees for Commercial Use Authorization. Companies 

interested in applying for a CUA can submit one application for the same activity in Arches and 

Canyonlands but must have a CUA for each type of activity. However, starting in 2018, CUA 

applicants must submit a separate application for each park, but they can submit one application 

multiple activities in the same park (“Arches: Do Business With Us,” 2017). In 1993, SEUG 

created a Commercial Use Management Plan to oversee the issuing of commercial use licenses 

(a precursor to CUAs) and concessions, as well as establish some guidance for different 

commercial use activities that occur in Arches and Canyonlands. This 23 year old management 

plan is outdated and no longer being used as the primary document guiding SEUG, in part 

because CUAs did not exist when this document was created, and also because newer NPS 

policies have been released since.  

 

CUA Management in Other Parks 
 Due to lack of service-wide guidance surrounding CUAs, each park handles CUA 

management slightly different. In order to gain insight on how other parks are managing CUAs 

and provide recommendations to SEUG, I researched and interviewed 9 other parks to examine 

the variation in management strategies, search for creative solutions or best management 

practices, and ask about mistakes or cautionary tales. 
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National Park Visitors 
in 2016 

# CUAs 
in 2016 

Services Offered thru CUAs Length 
of permit 

Application 
period 

Fee type 

Dinosaur National Monument 304,312 4 Vehicle shuttles 2 years Year round Fixed cost 
recovery 

Mesa Verde National Park 583,527 5 Commercial road based tours 1 year Year round Fixed cost 
recovery 

Mount Rainier National Park 

1,356,913 102 

Single trip summit climbs, summer 
overnight (backpacking), drive-in 
campground use, guided day hikes, 
photography/art courses, winter day 
& overnight use, bicycle tours, 
shuttles, step-on-guides 

2 year Year round Fixed cost 
recovery 

SEUG (Canyonlands and Arches)3 2,361,936 267 Tours and transportation, day hikes, 
backpacking, still photography 

1 year Window Fixed cost 
recovery 

Bryce Canyon National Park 

2,365,110 70-75 

Bicycle tours, commercial 
interpretive tours, motorcycle tours, 
photography and painting 
workshops, and taxi and 
recreational shuttle services 

1 year 
and 2 
year 

Year rounda Fixed cost 
recovery 

Glacier National Park 
2,946,681 30 

Winter cross country skiing, 
summer photography, biking and 
backpacking 

1 year Window Fixed cost 
recovery 

Glen Canyon National Recreational Area 

3,239,525 66 

Fishing, hiking, hiking with 
canyoneering, hunting, kayaking, 
land tours, stand up paddleboard, 
waterski/ wakeboard, SCUBA, 
photography workshops, vessel 
services 

2 years Year Round Fixed cost 
recoveryb 

                                                
3 CUAS for Canyonlands and Arches are combined because CUA applicants only need to submit one application to conduct the same activity in multiple parks. 
This is changing in 2018 and applicants can submit one application for multiple activities in the same park, but will need different CUAs for each park they 
would like to operate in (“Canyonlands: Do Business With Us,” 2017). 

Table 2. National Parks in order of increasing visitation and a summary of their CUA management. 
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National Park Visitors 
in 2016 

# CUAs 
in 2016 

Services Offered thru CUAs Length 
of permit 

Application 
Period 

Fee type 

Yellowstone National Park 

4,257,177 > 280 

Bicycle tours, day hiking, 
skiing/snowshoeing, motorized 
boating, non-motorized boating, 
overnight backcountry trips, 
painting & photography, stream 
and shoreline fishing, road based 
tours, towing 

1 year Window Market 
Rate 

Zion National Park 

4,295,127 141 

Commercial interpretive services 
(limited trail use), bicycle tours, 
photography or painting 
workshops, taxi and recreational 
shuttle services, motorcycle tours, 
rental RV deliveryc 

1 year Year round Market 
rated 

Rocky Mountain National Park 

4,517,585 160 

Art classes, fly fishing instruction, 
front country bicycle tours, guided 
backpacking, interpretive hiking 
tours, llama packing services, 
limited trip guided climbing, 
photography workshops, portrait 
photography sessions, scooter 
tours, shuttle services, snowshoe 
and ski tours, and wedding 
coordination services 

1 year Year round Fixed cost 
recovery 

Grand Canyon National Park 

5,969,811 720 

Commercial tour, backpacking, 
bicycle tours, day hiking, 
equipment rental, photography and 
art. Tuweep requires separate 
CUAs for regional shuttle and 
motorcycle tours 

1 year Year round Fixed cost 
recoverye 

a(J. Stock, personal communication, April 24, 2017), b(“Glen Canyon,” n.d.), c(“Zion Commercial Use Authorizations,” 2016), 
d(“Zion Commercial Use Authorizations,” 2016), e(“Grand Canyon Commercial Use Authorizations,” 2017). 
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Dinosaur National Monument 

Dinosaur National Monument is a 210,844 acre park straddling the Colorado and Utah 

border (“Park Statistics: Dinosaur National Monument Visitation Statistics,” n.d.). It was 

designated in 1915 to protect the abundance of dinosaur fossils, petroglyphs and scenic views 

present in the area. Dinosaur received 304,312 visitors in 2016 (“Park Reports,” 2017) and 

issued 4 CUAs (M. Wilson, personal communication, February 21, 2017). I spoke via phone 

with Mark Wilson, the Concessions Management Specialist for Dinosaur and the sole staff 

member who manages CUAs. The 4 previously mentioned CUAs are issued only for vehicle 

shuttles for river rafters, passenger shuttles, and rental gear (M. Wilson, personal 

communication, February 21, 2017). CUAs are issued every 2 years and the application for a 

CUA can be submitted year round (M. Wilson, personal communication, February 21, 2017). In 

general, the CUA holders have remained steady over the last few years, no new permit holders 

have entered the market, and Mr. Wilson did not anticipate a future increase in CUAs for the 

current uses despite increases in visitation. This in part is due to the short window in which CUA 

holders can operate, which is heavily reliant on season and the fact that current CUA holders are 

successfully fulfilling the needs of visitors (M. Wilson, personal communication, February 21, 

2017). Mr. Wilson did foresee a potential increase in CUA applications for new activities in the 

park. However, new uses would need to be reviewed by a management team, determined as 

“appropriate” and must serve a benefit to park visitors. He indicated that currently administrative 

burden is low now that a new permit process has been establish this year which involved a new 

application and cost recovery fee structure (M. Wilson, personal communication, February 21, 

2017).  CUA holders were given advance notice of this change in application and fees and there 

was no pushback or outcry due to efforts to remain transparent (M. Wilson, personal 
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communication, February 21, 2017). Lack of standardized service-wide guidance is also more 

difficult on staff that manages CUAs at smaller parks, because a lot of CUA management is open 

to interpretation. CUA management at smaller parks may become the collateral duty of an 

employee who may have little to no training or are not aware of changes in the program. And 

lack of service-wide guidance also makes it frustrating and confusing for CUA applicants who 

wish to operate in multiple parks which all have different management strategies and 

requirements for CUAs.  

 

Mesa Verde National Park 

Mesa Verde, located in the southwest corner of Colorado, received 583,527 visitors in 

2016 (“Park Reports,” 2017) and is known for its ancient cliff dwellings constructed by 

Ancestral Puebloans and vast archeological sites (“Mesa Verde,” n.d.). Mesa Verde issues 5 

CUAs solely for commercial road based tours, and permits are issued for 1 year with a year 

round application period (D. Higley, personal communication, February 22, 2017). I spoke via 

telephone with the Concessions Management Specialist at Mesa Verde who handles CUAs, 

Dewey Higley. One reason why the number of CUAs issued are so low at this park is due to the 

fact that tour vans and buses can come into the park fewer than ten times without needing a CUA 

(D. Higley, personal communication, February 22, 2017). This is allowed due to the §7.39 of 

Title 36 of the Code of Federal Regulations (36 CFR) which states, “Motor vehicles operated on 

an infrequent and nonscheduled tour on which the visit to the park is an incident to such tour, 

carrying only round trip passengers traveling from the point of origin of the tour, will be 

accorded admission to the park upon establishing to the satisfaction of the Superintendent that 

the tour originated from such place and in such manner as not to provide, in effect, a regular and 
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duplicating service conflicting with, or in competition with, the services provided for the public 

pursuant to contract authorization with the Secretary” (36 CFR, 2010). Mesa Verde determined 

that any motor vehicles entering fewer than 10 times per year qualifies as “infrequent” enough 

not to warrant a CUA (D. Higley, personal communication, February 22, 2017). This is a specific 

and unique exemption that applies to Mesa Verde because of the special regulations in the 36 

CRF. However, an interesting thing to note is that Glacier, Grand Canyon and Yellowstone have 

similar special regulations in 36 CFR citing that infrequent tour and transportation operators are 

allowed within parks, but none of the other parks I spoke to have indicated that they have defined 

a threshold of when a tour or transportation is infrequent. Glacier does not require CUAs for 

commercial tours, but both Grand Canyon and Yellowstone do. 

In addition, backcountry access is prohibited to protect archeological resources and 

therefore, no backcountry CUAs are issued. There are also stricter rules surrounding cliff 

dwellings; in order for visitors to enter cliff dwellings, a uniformed ranger must be present, and 

some areas such as Cliff Palace are restricted to a certain number of ranger guided tours per day 

and a certain number of visitors allowed on each tour. This restriction is a result of a boom in 

visitation in the 90s that lead Mesa Verde to conduct an environmental assessment of the area. 

Ultimately, they determined that overcrowding was causing resource damage and were able to 

limit access based on these findings. CUA management is not facing administrative burden, but 

Mr. Higley predicts that forthcoming service-wide guidance regarding tour buses may cause 

significant increases in CUA related workload. This is because changes in guidance would likely 

mean that every tour van and bus entering the park would need a CUA, including those coming 

in the park fewer than 10 times. 
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 Mount Rainier National Park 

Mary Wysong, who currently works at Glacier National Park, had previously worked at 

Mount Rainier National Park and provided useful insight into their CUA program which does 

limit the number of CUAs that are issued. Mount Rainier was the first park to limit CUAs under 

the 2005 Interim Guidelines. They accomplished this by going through a formal planning process 

to create a Commercial Service Plan (CSP), which defined 10 service types including summer 

guided overnight wilderness use (backpacking), commercial use of drive-in campgrounds, 

guided day hiking, guided bicycling, photography and art courses, shuttles, winter guided day 

and overnight wilderness use, single trip guides (one-time summit climbs), and step-on-guides 

(road-based interpretations) (“Mount Rainier 2017 Application Instructions, “2017). A certain 

number of CUAs can be issued for each service type, and the number of trips allowed per 

activity was determined through a formal planning process.  Mount Rainier also added a 

checklist to reduce the number of incomplete application received. 

Mount Rainier also chose not to do random selection (since not all operators are created 

equal) and instead, to allow for a fair and quick process to select permit recipients, Mount 

Rainier added three questions to the CUA application that ask about resource protection, visitor 

safety, and level of experience. They created a two round screening process to select the best 

CUAs; the first round involves checking the contents of the application and ensuring the 

application is complete and if there are fewer CUA applications than CUAs available, all 

applicants will receive CUAs after this first stage. However if there are more CUA applicants 

than CUAs available, there is a second round that involves an interdisciplinary park panel who 

score answers of narrative questions and makes recommendations on the best and most qualified 

applicants that best demonstrate objectives of “resource protection, [and] safety and 

responsiveness to its customers and park visitors” that should receive CUAs (“Mount Rainier 
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2017 Application Instructions,” 2017). These narratives include business operations that 

demonstrate the previously mentioned objectives, background and experience providing similar 

services, resumes of employees carrying out management and operations that demonstrate the 

objectives, or description of how Leave No Trace Program will be used in operation (“Mount 

Rainier 2017 Application Instructions,” 2017). For the first few years, Mount Rainer received 

fewer applications than permits they had to allocate; however soon after, the number of 

applications grew to be greater than the number of CUAs available. Jan Crosetto, Concessions 

Assistant at Mount Rainier informed me that summit climbs are the only activity that 

consistently received more applicants than CUAs. There are 15 CUAs to distribute, and typically 

summit climbs receive 18 to 19 applications year year (J. Crosetto, personal communication, 

April 27, 2017). Backpacking and winter use have received more applicants than CUAs available 

in the past within the last 6 years, but only received one more applicant than the number of 

CUAs available (J. Crosetto, personal communication, April 27, 2017). Ms. Crosette believes 

that the more intense application process may deter applicants from applying Since the 

application period is open year round, Mount Rainier assesses applications in rounds. In August, 

they put out a press release announcing that they will begin accepting applications on September 

1. All applications received between September 1 and September 31 will be assessed in the first 

round. If they receive more applicants than permits available, they will go through the multi-

level qualification process and allocate all of the permits in the first round. If there are still 

permits available after the first round, there is a second round in October. Any available permits 

after that are allocated on a first come first serve basis. CUAs are issued for 2 years, and service 

types are divided among alternating years to equal workload and manage cash flow.  
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Another interesting aspect to the Mount Rainier CUA program is the flexibility in 

number of CUAs that can be issued. The Mount Rainier CSP has a set number of trips that are 

offered per activity, but those numbers of trips can be distributing among a varying number of 

CUAs depending on interest in CUAs (J. Crosetto, personal communication, April 27, 2017). For 

example, day hiking CUAs previously used to have 10 CUAs that were allowed 40 day hikes per 

CUA, but only one business maximized that number of trips. Because there was increased 

interest in obtaining day hiking CUAs, Mount Rainier decided to issue more CUAs with the 

condition of a fewer number of trips per CUA (J. Crosetto, personal communication, April 27, 

2017). There is a tiered system to now issue 20 CUAs, with some CUAs allowing 1 to 12 trips 

up to some CUAs that allow 40 trips (J. Crosetto, personal communication, April 27, 2017). 

 

Bryce Canyon National Park 

Bryce Canyon National Park is located in southwestern Utah and is known for protecting 

the largest collection of hoodoos (large rock pillars) in the world (“Bryce Canyon,” n.d.). In 

2016, Bryce Canyon received 2,365,110 visitors, an increase of 35% from 2015 (“Park Reports,” 

2017). I communicated via email with Janice Stock, the Concessions Management Specialist. 

She indicated that Bryce Canyon is not currently in a position to begin limiting CUAs, nor are 

they experiencing enough administrative burden that they needed to attempt to reduce 

administrative burden associated with CUAs. However, Ms. Stock mentioned that they were 

getting a new Superintendent in mid-March, and she may decide that there is a need to start 

imposing limits. In addition, Ms. Stock expressed concern that the forthcoming CUA 

requirements from WASO stating that tours and transportation are required to obtain a CUA may 

also increase, potentially quadruple, the workload for the Concessions Management Specialist. 
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However, with other upcoming proposed changes to CUA guidance from WASO that would 

increase CUA fees and commercial vehicle entrance fees in 2018, this may cause smaller mom-

and-pop businesses to drop out and the number of CUAs issued may decrease, causing CUAs to 

be self limiting (J. Stock, personal communication, March 6, 2017). Currently Bryce Canyon 

issues 70-75 CUAs per year (J. Stock, personal communication, March 6, 2017) for bicycle 

tours, commercial interpretive tours, motorcycle tours, photography and painting workshops, and 

taxi and recreational shuttle services (“Bryce Canyon: Commercial Use Authorizations,” 2017). 

CUAs are available for both one year ($250) and two years ($400), and according to Ms. Stock, 

Bryce Canyon CUAs are among the least expensive CUA fees of all parks. 

 

Glacier National Park 

In 2016, Glacier saw 2,946,681 visitors (“Park Reports,” 2017), and issued 30 CUAs. I 

interviewed Mary Wysong, the Chief of Concessions Management, over the phone about CUA 

management at both Glacier and Mount Rainier, where she had previously worked.  At Glacier, 

there is no limit on the total number of CUAs issued, but there are identified service types for 

CUAs that include the authorization of winter cross country skiing, summer photography, biking 

and backpacking (M. Wysong, personal communication, February 15, 2017). Glacier does not 

currently require commercial buses to apply for a CUA, but tour buses do have to pay a 

commercial entrance fee upon entering the park (M. Wysong, personal communication, February 

15, 2017). This is in part because buses only drop visitors and pick visitors up from the lodge, 

and they don’t actually lead guided activities (M. Wysong, personal communication, February 

15, 2017). As previously mentioned, Glacier has special regulations in 36 CFR that allows for 

incidental commercial passenger-carrying motor vehicles for general, infrequent, and 
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nonscheduled tours (36 CFR, 2010). There are also restrictions on where buses can drive because 

of small turning radii on roads that do not accommodate bus lengths (M. Wysong, personal 

communication, February 15, 2017). However if future service-wide guidance dictates that 

commercial vehicles must receive CUAs to operate in parks, this could have a huge impact on 

the number to CUAs Glacier receives, and Glacier would likely pursue a waiver or exception to 

this rule since the buses merely transport people in and out of the park (M. Wysong, personal 

communication, February 15, 2017). 

Glacier has commercial free zones that were determined through a commercial services 

plan that included vetting, public comment, and public meetings (M. Wysong, personal 

communication, February 15, 2017). One strategy Glacier employs to reduce administrative 

burden include utilizing a Microsoft Access database to complete CUA forms (M. Wysong, 

personal communication, February 15, 2017). This database was created by an employee at 

Glacier and allows staff to enter CUA information once into the database to print CUAs and run 

the reports (M. Wysong, personal communication, February 15, 2017). In addition, the CUA 

application is available online and electronic signatures are accepted on the form. Glacier also 

includes a checklist as an appendix to the CUA application so the applicants can go down the 

checklist and ensure they have included all relevant documents and fees when they submit their 

application (M. Wysong, personal communication, February 15, 2017). The checklist has also 

helped to reduce the number of incomplete applications that Glacier receives thus reducing 

administrative burden so they do not have to read and deny as many incomplete applications (M. 

Wysong, personal communication, February 15, 2017). Finally, Glacier provides the actual CUA 

with application so that applicants can include the signed CUA when submitting their application 

(M. Wysong, personal communication, February 15, 2017). Instead of the applicant submitting 
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the application, Glacier approving it and sending the applicant the CUA for a signature, and then 

the CUA holder sending the signed CUA back, this skips the middle step and allows the CUA to 

be issued more quickly (assuming the applicant fulfills all requirements and conditions of the 

permit) with one less back and forth between CUA holder and Glacier’s concession office.  

Other suggestions that Ms. Wysong had included was to keep staff members informed on 

CUAs including sending out a staff memo clarifying which operations are authorized to operate 

in the park, where staff should expect to see CUAs, etc. This is especially important to 

communicate to interpretive staff in the field that can be the eyes and the ears for enforcement of 

a CUA. In addition, she also suggested when considering changes to the CUA program to 

discuss at what point permits should be suspended or revoked (M. Wysong, personal 

communication, February 15, 2017). It is crucial to think through this policy ahead of time, 

before you need it, in case action needs to be taken on a CUA holder that has violated conditions 

of the CUA. This establishes consistency on how you deal with violations, rather than setting a 

precedent on dealing with violations on an ad hoc basis (M. Wysong, personal communication, 

February 15, 2017). 

 

Glen Canyon National Recreation Area 

Glen Canyon National Recreation Area spans 1.25 million acres between Arizona and 

Utah, and is notable for its high canyon walls, range of land and water based recreational 

opportunities, historical significance, and its inclusion of Lake Powell, the Glen Canyon Dam, 

and the Colorado River along with many of its tributaries (“Glen Canyon,” n.d). I corresponded 

via email with Albertha Dallemolle, the CUA Coordinator at Glen Canyon. Ms. Dallemolle 

indicated that Glen Canyon currently does not limit CUAs, nor are they attempting to reduce 
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administrative burden caused by CUAs.4 Glen Canyon recently switched from accepting an 

application during an application period to year round acceptance of applications (“Glen Canyon: 

Commercial Use Authorization,” n.d.). In 2016, Glen Canyon received 3,239,525 visitors (“Park 

Reports,” 2017), and based on the listed services on the Glen Canyon NPS page, they issue 

CUAs to 66 companies (“Glen Canyon Guided Services,” n.d.) (“Glen Canyon Vessel Services,” 

n.d.). Applicants may apply for multiple activities under one CUA, and permits last for 2 years 

(“Glen Canyon: Commercial Use Authorization - Application Request Form,” 2015). Glen 

Canyon offers CUAs for guided fishing on the Colorado River and in Lake Powell, guided 

hiking, guided hiking with canyoneering, guided hunting, guided kayaking, guided land tours, 

stand up paddleboard instruction, waterski/wakeboard instruction, guided SCUBA and 

instruction, and both land and water based guided photography workshops (“Glen Canyon 

Guided Services,” n.d.). There are also vessel services that are permitted in the park including 

vessel caretaking, vessel launch and retrieval, and vessel repair services (“Glen Canyon Vessel 

Services, n.d). They also list on their website activities that are not permitted and not offered 

through the CUA program which includes vessel piloting services, commercial boat tours, and 

delivery or pick-up of any out-of-park rentals, including, but not limited to, RVs, houseboats, 

any type of boat, personal watercraft (jet skis, SeaDoos, etc.), kayaks, paddleboards and camping 

equipment or 'Drop Camps' where people can hire a commercial service to set up camping gear 

or an RV for visitors before they arrive (“Glen Canyon: Commercial Use Authorization,” n.d.). 

 

                                                
4 It was unclear from our email interaction if this meant they were experiencing administrative burden and are not 
making efforts to reduce it, or if they just were not experiencing administrative burden. 
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Yellowstone National Park 

 Yellowstone National Park, as previously mentioned, was the first national park 

established back in 1872 and known for its hot springs, mudpots, and geysers (“Yellowstone,” 

n.d.). It is mostly located in Wyoming but also includes parts of Montana and Idaho as well 

(“Yellowstone,” n.d.). Yellowstone saw 4,257,177 visitors in 2016 (“Park Reports,” 2017) and 

issued over 280 CUAs (G. Helfrich, personal communication, February 24, 2017) for biking, day 

hiking, skiing/snowshoeing, motorized boating, non-motorized boating, overnight backcountry 

camping, painting and photography, stream and shoreline fishing, road based tours, towing, and 

other miscellaneous suitable visitor services (“Yellowstone Commercial Use Authorization 

Plan,” 2016). Commercial services bring in $500 million annually to the region and a 2011 

survey on Yellowstone demonstrated that there was an average expenditure of “$382 per [CUA] 

group inside the park and $1,111 outside the park” (“Yellowstone Commercial Use 

Authorization Plan,” 2016). I spoke on the phone with George Helfrich, the Chief of 

Concessions at Yellowstone, who arrived at Yellowstone in 2010 while Yellowstone had a 

moratorium on issuing commercial permits. This moratorium had been in place for around 20 

years when he arrive, and it meant that they did not issue new CUAs, but continued issuing 

CUAs to permit holders who had a CUA at the time the moratorium was put into place (G. 

Helfrich, personal communication, February 24, 2017). This moratorium was put into place 

pending a new CSS (“Full text,” 2008), however it is unclear if a CSS was ever created. The 

moratorium essentially gave companies preference for renewal because only the CUA holders 

with permits when the moratorium was put into place were given the opportunity to apply for 

CUAs during the moratorium (G. Helfrich, personal communication, February 24, 2017). Under 

the moratorium, only 80 CUAs were issued and Yellowstone collected a $100 fee per CUA (G. 

Helfrich, personal communication, February 24, 2017). However, in 2012 Yellowstone 
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eliminated the moratorium, which opened up the opportunity to give CUAs to any interested 

business (G. Helfrich, personal communication, February 24, 2017).  

Currently, Yellowstone is not looking to limit CUAs, nor are they experiencing 

administrative burden from CUA management, since they have 2 full time staff members who 

handle the CUA program (G. Helfrich, personal communication, February 24, 2017). In addition, 

Yellowstone charges CUA holders a $300 application fee plus an additional market rate fee that 

is based on a percentage of the previous year’s gross receipts (G. Helfrich, personal 

communication, February 24, 2017).5 This means that companies making a lot of money by 

conducting business in Yellowstone must pay larger fees for their CUA. This fee increase 

significantly increased CUA income that Yellowstone received from $80,000 under the 

moratorium to $300,000 in 2016 (G. Helfrich, personal communication, February 24, 2017). 

These fees pay for staff members, a twice yearly educational program for CUA holders to get 

current information about park resources, sends employees out with CUA holders to fact check 

guides and provide suggestions to interpretive programs, and resource monitoring in the 

backcountry (G. Helfrich, personal communication, February 24, 2017). 

 Part of what helps streamline the CUA application process is that Yellowstone also has a 

very comprehensive webpage dedicated to CUAs that answers important questions, provides 

instructions for the applications process, an application checklist, and a Commercial Use 

Authorization Plan (“Yellowstone: The CUA Program,” 2017). This Commercial Use 

Authorization Plan, released in 2016, lays out the specific regulative authorities guiding CUA 

management, provides useful information about CUAs summarizing this guidance, and CUA 

program highlights at Yellowstone. These list of program highlights mention the objectives of 

                                                
5 “When the NPS cannot accurately calculate the management fees prior to the use, the NPS either may collect these 
costs and charges during the use or after it has concluded” (“Charging Fees for Commercial Use Authorizations,” 
2015).  



 

37 37 

the CUA program, which activities are authorized in the park, information about the application 

and fees, accounting records and reports. Finally, there is a section on compliance with 

authorization, the program, and NEPA, as well as an informative table demonstrating the 

changes that the CUA Plan has made (“Yellowstone Commercial Use Authorization Plan,” 

2016). Public input was sought out during the creation of this plan through public meetings in 

nearby towns and press releases. Comments were taken into account and changes were made 

based on these comments before the release of the final plan (G. Helfrich, personal 

communication, February 24, 2017). 

 There were a few noteworthy things that Mr. Helfrich pointed out when it comes to 

limiting CUAs. The first was that after the moratorium was lifted, Yellowstone changed the fee 

structure to a market rate fee (“Yellowstone: The CUA Program,” 2017). This change increased 

fees significantly for some CUA holders, and some companies that previously paid the $100 flat 

fee for a CUA under the moratorium now must pay upwards of a $50,000 fee per year (G. 

Helfrich, personal communication, February 24, 2017). Interestingly, this raise in fees did not 

deter CUA holders from continuing to apply for a CUA at Yellowstone (G. Helfrich, personal 

communication, February 24, 2017). The second interesting insight that Mr. Helfrich provided 

was that while the moratorium was in places, commercial services were almost certainly 

operating illegally within Yellowstone because they were unable to apply for CUAs. They were 

able to get away with this, in part, because it is difficult to police; commercial services may bring 

visitors in an unmarked van, or could potentially enter before the entrance station opened or after 

it closes to avoid being caught (G. Helfrich, personal communication, February 24, 2017).  
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Zion National Park 

 Zion is currently in the process of creating a formalized Commercial Service Strategy 

(CSS) while also creating an updated Visitor Use Management plan since Zion has seen a huge 

jump in visitation over the last 10 years.  Zion, a national park located in southwest Utah known 

for its slot canyons and steep cliffs, jumped from 60 CUAs in 2008 to 141 CUAs in 2016 (P. 

Arrington, personal communication, February 23, 2017). I spoke with Jack Burns, the Chief of 

Commercial Services and Partnerships, and Philip Arrington, the Concessions Management 

Specialist at Zion.  Currently Mr. Arrington is the only concessions specialist managing CUAs, 

but Zion is looking to hire another concessions specialist in the near future whose duties would 

be strictly to administer CUAs and special use permits (J. Burns, personal communication, 

February 15, 2017). The multiyear process of creating a Visitor Use Management and CSS plan 

began in the fall of 2016, and they hope to determine what the capacity of the park is, and how 

commercial uses fit into that capacity estimate, i.e. what the commercial capacity of the park is 

(J. Burns, personal communication, February 15, 2017). Mr. Arrington mentioned that they are 

still figuring out how to determine a commercial capacity based on a park-wide capacity. To 

determine the park-wide capacity, this involves asking questions like “What can the resources 

handle?” and “When does visitor experience begin to diminish?” In addition, it also involves 

calculating the number of parking spaces, the number of cars typically on the road, and the 

number of people on a trail at any given time (P. Arrington, personal communication, February 

23, 2017). After determining the park-wide capacity, then the commercial capacity can be 

determined by evaluating what percentage of park-wide capacity should be commercial (P. 

Arrington, personal communication, February 23, 2017). In addition, this analysis includes 

determining if the park would continue the same type of commercial use, if there should be new 

types of uses, and what the future trend of CUAs may look like (P. Arrington, personal 
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communication, February 23, 2017). Currently, commercial tour buses are not required to 

receive CUAs, but they do pay a commercial entrance fee. In addition, permits last for 1 year and 

there is a 3-week processing window for CUAs to avoid the Concessions Management Specialist 

having to drop everything for a last minute scramble to approve a CUA (P. Arrington, personal 

communication, February 23, 2017). Mr. Arrington also hosts an annual meeting with CUA 

holders to keep them in the loop about forthcoming changes, updates on resources, good or bad 

things they noticed from previous years, and allows CUA holders to ask questions. This is a way 

to build stronger relationships with CUA holders, provides assurance to CUA holders that the 

park is enforcing rules so that others don’t take advantage of the system, and helps ensure clear 

and open communications channels. Another strategy Zion employs to ease communication is 

using Send Word Now, which sends text messages to CUA holders regarding road conditions or 

road and trail closures in the park (J. Burns, personal communication, February 15, 2017). 

 

Rocky Mountain National Park 

 Rocky Mountain National Park is located in northern Colorado, encompassing and 

protecting part of the Rocky Mountains and offering both scenic drives and backcountry 

wilderness experiences (“Rocky Mountain,” n.d.). Last year in 2016, Rocky Mountain saw 

4,517,585 visitors (“Park Reports,” 2017) and in 160 CUA holders (J. Hannon, personal 

communication, March 22, 2017). Based on my email conversation with John Hannon, the 

Management Specialist for Business Programs, Rocky Mountain only limits CUAs for guided 

climbing and technical mountaineering CUAs, and is in need of a commercial services plan or a 

CUA strategy. The park is in the first steps toward a Visitor Use Management Plan, so 

commercial activities and CUAs will be included in that process but Mr. Hannon does not know 
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in what capacity yet. Rocky Mountain offers one year CUAs for art classes, fly fishing 

instruction, front country bicycle tours, guided backpacking, interpretive hiking tours, llama 

packing services, limited trip guided climbing, photography workshops, portrait photography 

sessions, scooter tours, shuttle services, snowshoe and ski tours, and wedding coordination 

services (“Rocky Mountain Commercial Use Authorizations,” n.d).  

In August 2014, Rocky Mountain also released a Commercial Services Strategy for 

Guided Climbing and Technical Mountaineering as a response to visitors request for more 

choices in commercial guided climbing services in the park (Dunn & Platt, 2014). Prior to this 

CSS being created, Rocky Mountain had operated guided climbing and technical mountaineering 

through one concessioner (Dunn & Platt, 2014). This plan explored alternatives to give visitors 

more options while also taking into account visitor experience, resource and wilderness impact, 

stewardship, and ability to manage and collect data (Dunn & Platt, 2014). Ultimately the 

recommendation was to offer six Category III concession contracts and limited-trip out-of-park 

CUAs (Dunn & Platt, 2014). While this CSS differs in purpose and goal from what SEUG is 

looking to do, it serves as a good example of defining “necessary and appropriate” as it applies to 

guided climbing and technical mountaineering, market demand and size for guided climbing, 

stakeholder engagement and it takes administrative burden into account throughout the decision 

making process. Additionally, in 2014 Rocky Mountain tested demand for guiding climbing and 

mountaineering outside of the concessioner by accepting applications for 4 guided climbing and 

mountaineering CUAs (Dunn & Platt, 2014). Ultimately they received nineteen applications and 

used a lottery system to select the four companies that would receive CUAs (Dunn & Platt, 

2014).  One company that received a CUA did not have a climbing guide on staff, which brought 

up an interesting insight that even with limited CUAs and a lottery process to decide who gets a 
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CUA, vetting of CUA applicants prior to a lottery selection may still need to occur (Dunn & 

Platt, 2014). To collaborate among climbing CUA holders, Rocky Mountain provides access to a 

Google Calendar where CUA holders can sign up on the days this wish to operate, negotiate 

amongst each other for days, and self-regulate to ensure that all providers are signing up from the 

appropriate number of operating days per year (S. Towery, personal communicaton, February 7, 

2017). 

 

Grand Canyon National Park 

 Grand Canyon National Park is located in Arizona and known for its vast red rock 

canyons and the Colorado River flowing through the park. The Grand Canyon received 

5,969,811 visitors in 2016 (“Park Reports,” 2017), and is the most visited national park out of all 

the parks I interviewed. I spoke with Ashley Dunbar, Concessions Management Assistant, and 

Betsy Donehoo, Permits Program Manager. Grand Canyon issues the largest number of vehicle 

CUAs in the country, issuing approximately 720 CUAs in 2016, and this number has increased 

significantly over the years, Ms. Donehoo indicated that 6 years ago there were only 350 to 500 

CUAs issued at Grand Canyon (B. Donehoo & A. Dunbar, personal communication, March 1, 

2017). 600 of the CUAs issued in 2016 were give for vehicle tours, which includes commercial 

tours and road-based tours in vans, jeeps, sedans, and even motor coaches (B. Donehoo & A. 

Dunbar, personal communication, March 1, 2017). CUAs are also issued for backpacking, day 

hiking, bicycle tours, equipment rental, photography and art, and Tuweep district commercial 

transportation which has it’s own separate CUA (B. Donehoo & A. Dunbar, personal 

communication, March 1, 2017). Applications for CUAs are accepted year round, so as of 

speaking with Ms. Dunbar and Ms. Donehoo in March, they only had 420 CUAs but many 
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operators don’t do paperwork until spring so they are anticipating at least 700 CUAs for 2017. 

There is no management fee for transportation or tour based CUAs, but all CUA holders must 

pay a commercial fee at the entrance station separate from their CUA application fee (B. 

Donehoo & A. Dunbar, personal communication, March 1, 2017). Currently, only 2 staff 

members oversee the CUA program, with plans to add one or two more staff members in the 

future (B. Donehoo & A. Dunbar, personal communication, March 1, 2017). In addition, CUAs 

are not limited unless an applicant is attempting to apply for a CUA that is not an appropriate 

service to the park, such as rock climbing, yoga, glamping, or ‘drop camps’ where people can 

hire a commercial service to set up camping gear or an RV for visitors before they arrive (B. 

Donehoo & A. Dunbar, personal communication, March 1, 2017).  

 One technique Grand Canyon does to reduce administrative burden is to direct CUA 

applicants and holders to their website for questions and documents so that interested parties 

have constant access to a source of all the everything they need (B. Donehoo & A. Dunbar, 

personal communication, March 1, 2017). All documents and resources are posted on the website 

and interested parties are expected to access them there, rather than receiving an email from the 

Grand Canyon CUA program. Additionally, the CUA program has moved away from reminding 

CUA holders that their permit is ending soon, so that CUA holders are expected to realize their 

expiration date on their own (B. Donehoo & A. Dunbar, personal communication, March 1, 

2017). Grand Canyon has also moved away from paper applications being received via mail and 

allows applications to be submitted via email and fees can be paid electronically (B. Donehoo & 

A. Dunbar, personal communication, March 1, 2017). Another way Grand Canyon streamlines 

the process is to have a suite of standardized responses that they can copy and paste into emails 

to save time managing the email influx regarding CUAs (B. Donehoo & A. Dunbar, personal 
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communication, March 1, 2017). Similarly, they also have outgoing messages on their email and 

voicemail letting people know that there might be a delay in response (B. Donehoo & A. Dunbar, 

personal communication, March 1, 2017). 

The two employees who manage CUAs also manage Special Use Permits, so they have 

developed a system of communication and organization to keep track of the large number of 

permits they issue throughout the year (B. Donehoo & A. Dunbar, personal communication, 

March 1, 2017). They have a color coordinated physical file system, a mailbox just for permits, 

electronic folders to organize incoming email, and use an assembly line approach with strong 

communication throughout so someone can pick up where others left off (B. Donehoo & A. 

Dunbar, personal communication, March 1, 2017). There is also lots of communications with 

field staff so that they understand and are aware of the specific conditions limitations of CUAs 

(B. Donehoo & A. Dunbar, personal communication, March 1, 2017).  

 Another strategy Grand Canyon uses to restrict activity and attempt to mitigate damage is 

to set parameters on the CUAs. For example, vehicle tour CUA holders have parking regulations 

with vehicle size, such as limits where motor coaches can and cannot park, and there are 

maximum backpacking group sizes (B. Donehoo & A. Dunbar, personal communication, March 

1, 2017). Grand Canyon does not have a CSS but there have been discussions that they would 

like to create one (B. Donehoo & A. Dunbar, personal communication, March 1, 2017). In 

addition, applications are open year round and 4 weeks are required for application processing, 

but Grand Canyon is considering moving to an application window or setting an earlier deadline 

with a to guarantee to issue CUAs by a certain date (“Grand Canyon Commercial Use 

Authorizations,” 2017). 
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The Future of CUA Management 

 There are many forthcoming changes from the WASO office that will provide further 

guidance and support for CUA management. Upcoming in the next few years, road based 

commercial tours and transportation will be required to obtain a CUA and pay a fee in order to 

operate in the park due to the large influx of tours into parks (D. Hecox & S. Towery, personal 

communication, April 18, 2017). The WASO level guidance will provide a framework for parks 

to use that standardizes reporting requirements across all parks and requires the use of approved 

forms and a standard application and management fee for tours and transportation (S. Towery, 

personal communication, February 7, 2017). Despite the lack of official guidance being issued 

yet, WASO strongly encourages that parks begin issuing CUAs for tours and transportation and 

collecting an application fee and management fee for cost recovery (D. Hecox & S. Towery, 

personal communication, April 18, 2017). The proposed guidance sets the application fee for 

road-based tours and transportation at $250 and the management fee at market price for a 

percentage the gross receipts earned within the national park (D. Hecox & S. Towery, personal 

communication, April 18, 2017). 

 In addition, WASO is also looking to provide guidance on insurance; guidance on 

limiting the number of CUAs; a centralized outward facing website on CUA guidance including 

a map where CUA applicants can find specific parks they want to operate in and follow a link to 

that park’s CUA website; and online CUA training for NPS employees to learn more about the 

CUA program (D. Hecox & S. Towery, personal communication, April 18, 2017).  

 Alternately, there are also changes at the national level to consider that may impact CUA 

management. Given the change in presidential administration as well as agency and leadership 

position changes in the federal government, many of the proposed changes to CUA management 
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may take longer to come to fruition or may not happen at all. For example, the previously 

mentioned guidance that would require road based commercial tours and transportation to 

receive a CUA to operate in the park was scheduled to come out in 2018, however, there is a 

hold up due to the new leadership positions in the NPS from the administration change who now 

also need to vet and approve these guidance changes (D. Hecox & S. Towery, personal 

communication, April 18, 2017).  

Discussion 

There were many common themes in CUA management strategies across many of the 

conversations I had with NPS staff at different parks. All parks, except Mount Rainier and Rocky 

Mountain, did not limit the number of CUAs issued. Less-visited parks with fewer CUAs, 

including Dinosaur, Mesa Verde, Bryce Canyon, and Glen Canyon, indicated that under the 

current conditions they did not have intentions or any future plans to limit CUAs. However, 

larger parks with higher visitation, such as Zion and Rocky Mountain, both specified that they 

were considering the possibility of limiting CUAs and creating a formalized Commercial Service 

Plan to manage CUAs.  

The only parks that I researched currently limiting the number of CUAs being issued is 

Mount Rainier and Rocky Mountain with guided climbing. As previously explained, Mount 

Rainier has instituted a multi-level qualification process that involve two stages: the first stage 

ensures that all requirements are met and applications are complete, and the second stage scores 

applications to determine which CUA applications are the most qualified to receive a CUA 

(“Mount Rainier 2017 Application Instructions: Commercial Use Authorizations,” 2017). While 

this process is useful in protecting park resources and limiting CUA impact on visitor safety and 
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experience, it also may increase administrative burden overall. First, the process of creating a 

Commercial Service Plan takes many years and is a time consuming process requiring the 

development and editing of management strategies, an environmental assessment (EA), public 

comment opportunities throughout each stage of the development, and following all necessary 

steps outlined by NEPA. And in addition, once the plan is created and a procedure is developed 

to select which CUA applicants should receive CUAs, CUA applications then must be more 

thoroughly vetted and more attention must be devoted to each CUA application. When CUAs are 

unlimited, CUA applications are vetted to ensure that the application is complete, the activity is 

appropriate for the park unit, and all requirements are fulfilled. Ms. Wysong, who currently 

works at Glacier National Park but previously worked at Mount Rainier predicted that the NPS 

staff spent about anywhere between 1 hour and 1.5 hours to complete both stages of vetting 

process per CUA application and are given 2 weeks to score all applicants (J. Crosetto, personal 

communication, April 27, 2017). Each application must go through this process (unless it does 

not make it past the first stage), and so even though fewer permits are issued, the longer selection 

process will increase administrative burden.  However, Jan Crosetto mentioned that the numbers 

of email addresses on the list of those that wish to receive information on CUAs is larger than the 

number of CUA applicants. She believes that their evaluation system is limiting the number of 

applications they receive because interested parties are aware that they will compete against 

other qualified guide services and the narrative questions deter casual applicants. 

One common misconception that I came across when discussing the limitation of the 

number of CUAs being issued is how to fairly allocate those CUAs if there are more CUA 

applicants than the number of CUAs that can be issued. The 2005 Interim Guidelines state, “If 

the superintendent does determine to limit the number of CUAs to be issued for a particular type 
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of commercial service, the issuance of the available authorizations is to be accomplished by the 

superintendent through a competitive process…the process is to provide all applicants a fair 

opportunity to obtain an available authorization. The most qualified applicant(s) (as determined 

under criteria developed by the superintendent as part of the competitive process) will be 

selected for issuance of the available CUAs” (“Interim Guidelines,” 2005). This seems to imply 

that any time CUAs are limited, they must be allocated using a competitive procedure to 

determine the best and most qualified applicants, similar to what Mount Rainier does for their 

multi-level qualification process. However, after speaking with Samantha Towery and Debra 

Hecox at WASO, there is some flexibility to this approach and occasionally a lottery process 

selection would be appropriate. A lottery process would involve essentially giving each CUA 

applicant a fair chance to be chosen and then randomly selecting who is issued a CUA and who 

is not, much like pulling CUA applicants out of a hat to determine who is selected to receive a 

CUA. For example, services like tour buses are only required to meet minimum qualification 

standards, and it would be difficult to determine who is the best and most qualified tour bus 

operator (D. Hecox & S. Towery, personal communication, April 18, 2017). Therefore, this is a 

situation where a lottery process would be sufficient to choose who receives a CUA (D. Hecox & 

S. Towery, personal communication, April 18, 2017). In other situations, a competitive process 

is more appropriate in order to select the most qualified applicant. For example, you wouldn’t 

want just anyone providing guided white water rafting trips, because the trip leaders require a 

certain level of expertise and in order to ensure visitor safety and a positive experience, so rather, 

you would want the most qualified white water rafting guides selected through a competitive 

process (D. Hecox & S. Towery, personal communication, April 18, 2017). Ms. Towery and Ms. 

Hecox at WASO mentioned that they will be replacing the policy (the 2005 Interim Guidelines) 
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that says parks must do a competitive process to select who is issued a CUA to allow for a lottery 

process when appropriate. 

One benefit to creating a CSP or CSS are that throughout the multi-year long 

development and creation of the plan, the number of CUAs can be held steady at the number of 

CUAs issued when the first steps of creating the commercial service plan began. This means that 

no new CUAs will be accepted; in essence this puts a halt on any additional increases in CUAs 

and is a temporary limit while the proper number is decided on through the Commercial Service 

Plan (S. Towery, personal communication, February 7, 2017). And in addition, a CSP or CSS is 

a good way to directly address resource damage, visitor safety, and visitor use issues directly by 

making these issues a top priority in the decision making process for management of CUAs. 

However, there are also other important negative implications to consider when limiting 

CUA through a CSP. For example, as previously mentioned in the case of the Yellowstone 

moratorium on CUAs, there were likely illegal commercial service operations within the park 

because interested operators were unable to acquire CUAs. This is a potential concern for SEUG 

as well, especially if the limit on CUAs is lower than the current number of CUAs being issued. 

Because conducting business in national parks is often people’s livelihood, they may be more 

likely to risk continuing to operate even if they do not receive a permit. Mr. Helfrich from 

Yellowstone noted that he would rather have every company receive a CUA legally to know who 

is operating in the park and that they fulfill all important requirements rather than having 

illegally operating commercial services which lack oversight and potentially may not fulfill 

minimum requirements that CUAs require. 

In addition, there may be pushback and outcry at the limitation of CUAs because 

commercial service operation within national parks is people’s livelihoods. Because there is a 
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stricter selection process and no preference in renewal, this may make previous CUA holders 

nervous that they will be unable to receive a CUA in the future. This reduces their certainty of 

future income in the lives of CUA holders who rely on their CUA to conduct business and make 

money. And finally, in the case of SEUG, a large number of CUA holders visit Canyonlands or 

Arches only once or twice during the year. Implementing a limit on CUAs and a competitive 

selection process would almost certainly exclude this group of CUA holders, unless the 

Commercial Service Plan makes a special case to reserve a certain number of CUAs for 

infrequent users. 

It is also important to consider is that commercial services may actually help prevent 

resource damage and issues with visitor safety issues, and can improve visitor experience. CUA 

holders can help ensure safety for visitors and prevent resource damage by providing guidance 

and technical expertise to safely navigate through the park, and improve experience by providing 

interpretive programs. CUA holders can allow for them to be the eyes and the ears out in the 

park where there aren’t NPS staff to monitor everything going on, so they often help report back 

when violations may be occurring, can help alert park rangers to visitor safety issues or natural 

resource damage in the park, and can encourage other guests to act safely by following and 

disseminating the rules of the park. Guides are heavily invested in the park and protecting the 

park resources because it provides them with a source of income, but also for many they may 

feel passionate about the park and intrinsically value the existence of the park.  

Many of the parks I spoke to also advocated for limiting CUA conditions rather than 

limiting the number of CUAs being issued. Limiting CUA conditions could come in the form of 

limiting group size, guide to guest ratios, safety requirements, communication requirements 

(such as requiring a satellite phone or cell phone), requirements for guide training certifications, 
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limiting the hours of the day or number of days per year that CUAs are allowed to operate, or 

restricting the parking lots in which large tour buses can park. This could especially help reduce 

the resource degradation, visitor safety issues and diminished visitor experience by spreading out 

the impact across the park and limiting how and when CUA holders operate in the park. 

When asked about cautionary tales of mistakes previously made in CUA management to 

avoid, few parks had concrete examples but the most common response was to ensure 

transparency and communication with CUA holders. Bigger issues arise when CUA holders are 

not informed of actions and are caught off guard by changes, which can lead to outcry and 

frustration, thus harming the relationship between nearby communities full of CUA holders and 

the NPS site. Most staff members I spoke with advocated to let CUA holders know far in 

advance if any changes are going to be made, especially if these changes are going to impact 

business, it is important to let CUA holders know as soon as possible so they can begin preparing 

for this change. In addition, it is important to keep open channels of communication by hosting 

meetings with CUA holders, or providing updates. In particular, Zion’s Send Word Now texting 

service that updates CUA holders on current conditions in the park is an easy way that involves 

minimal administrative effort to increase communication with CUA holders.  

There were also mixed reactions on the future of CUA service-wide guidance policies 

that may be issued at a national level from WASO. While not all parks were asked about future 

changes to CUA policies or brought up the topic on their own, it was still surprising to note that 

both small and large parks fell on each side of the spectrum. Some staff members at parks 

including Dinosaur and Grand Canyon looked forward to forthcoming changes to service-wide 

CUA policies and saw it as necessary and that there was a need to provide more structure and 

standardization. Staff at other parks including Mesa Verde, Glacier and Bryce Canyon seemed 
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apprehensive of the forthcoming changes and the large impact it would have on their program. 

The anticipated changes include requiring that tour buses and transportation receive CUA 

permits, which could significantly increase the number of CUAs that these parks have to process 

and thus increase workload and administrative burden. I had also anticipated that larger parks 

with CUAs with a well established process for managing CUAs and be worried about CUA 

standardization of guidance across all parks would not be flexible enough and would require 

them to change what was already a well oiled machine, however none of the parks mentioned 

this as a concern and Grand Canyon, the park that issued the most CUAs, was actually excited 

for forthcoming guidance. 

Another noteworthy difference between CUA management at different parks is how long 

application periods are open for. Some parks have an application window, which limits when 

they are able to submit their application to a certain time of the year, or a deadline, which sets a 

due date after which no more applications will be received. SEUG, Glacier and Yellowstone are 

the only parks that accept applications during a window or by a deadline. On the other hand, 

some parks accept applications year round. This includes Dinosaur, Mesa Verde, Mount Rainier, 

Bryce Canyon, Glen Canyon, Zion, Rocky Mountain, and Grand Canyon. While none of the staff 

members at different parks I spoke to commented on the costs and benefits having an application 

window versus accepting year-round applications, I can speculate on the general differences 

between the options. Only accepting applications during a window of time or setting a deadline 

can be beneficial because it allows for a predictable workload at certain times of the year and it 

can naturally limit permits because applicants may miss the deadline. However, application 

windows condense the workload to occur all at once, and isn’t ideal for parks that have two use 

seasons, forcing CUA applicants to adjust when they apply for CUAs. Year round applications, 
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on the other hand, allow for workload to be spread more evenly throughout the year, and allow 

applicants to apply when it is most convenient for them without having to worry about missing a 

deadline. Alternately, year round applications may cause parks to issue more CUAs because 

there is no cut off deadline for applications, and it makes for an unpredictable workload 

throughout the year. Deciding which method to choose may depend on the park and its major use 

seasons, and testing out both methods to see which is more management. 

 Throughout the research of my paper, an interesting question cropped up about 

management of commercial services: have CUAs strayed from their original intended purpose? 

Part of this question stemmed from an outdated definition on the NPS Concessions Management 

website (https://concessions.nps.gov/management.htm) that defines CUAs as “Commercial use 

authorizations (CUAs) are granted to private businesses to permit small-scale commercial 

activities” (“Commercial Services Management,” 2016). Many of the CUA holders are 

multimillion dollar entities, which begs the question is this really a “small-scale commercial 

activity”?  Samantha Towery informed me that this definition is no longer the accepted definition 

of CUAs, and the new definition defines CUAs as permits that “authorizes an individual, group, 

company, or other for-profit entity to conduct commercial activities and provide specific visitor 

services within a national park unit” (“Commercial Use Authorizations,” 2017), which excludes 

the term “small-scale commercial activity.” That being said, Ms. Towery noted that CUAs are 

not considered big businesses because they make less than $20 million. In addition, I posed to 

her and Debra Hecox the question of whether or not current CUAs could (or should) be scaled up 

to a concession contract. Ultimately, it comes down to ensuring that the activity is both 

appropriate and necessary in order to authorize an activity under a concession contract. But, in 

their interpretation, commercial operators who are long-term extensive users of the park, 
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meaning they use the park frequently nearly every day or every week, are more suited for 

concession contracts. On the other hand, short-term infrequent visits by commercial operators, 

such as the operators who only visit once or twice a year, should be authorized under CUAs. 

However, concession contracts take a lot of effort to manage and may increase administrative 

burden due to the extensive process of not only vetting concession contract applications, but also 

continually monitoring these concessions throughout the duration of their contract. 

And finally, although SEUG was not looking to increase fees for CUAs, I would be 

remiss to exclude discussion of fee increases as a management strategy. Theoretically, CUA fees 

should be set to recover costs of administrative burden as well as charge additional fees to meet 

the cost of administrative burden (D. Hecox, personal communications, February 28, 2017). 

While standards and guidelines exist to setting fees so that fees are not excessively priced,6 

switching from a fixed cost recovery fee to a market rate fee may increase recovery costs and can 

be used to help mitigate administrative burden. Increasing fees can also have a self-limiting 

effect by excluding applicants who are unwilling to pay a higher fee for a CUA permit.  

However, this may not be an ideal strategy for managing CUAs and may be met with frustration 

from CUA holders who are experiencing every increasing CUA fees. 

Recommendations 

Short-term Solutions 
In the short term, SEUG can implement some of the approaches other parks use to 

streamline the CUA process. This can help both the applicants to more easily submit a complete 

application quicker, and shorten the processing time required of NPS staff. A great way to 

                                                
6 See Charging Fees for Commercial Use Authorization memorandum for more information  
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streamline the CUA process is to accept online payments for CUA applications and allow 

applicants to submit their application electronically via email, which SEUG already does. In 

addition, if SEUG does not already do so, they could consider accepting electronic signatures to 

speed up the application process. Another easy solution is to provide applicants with a checklist 

of materials they must submit with their application. This can be located either on the website or 

as part of the CUA application, and will help to minimize incomplete applications. A good 

example of a checklist can be seen on Glacier or Zion’s CUA application. Another solution that 

may help reduce administrative burden is to allow a longer window to process CUA applications. 

Currently SEUG only allows 15 days to process applications, but other parks like Zion require a 

3 week processing period and Yellowstone requires 30 days. Providing an extra week of 

processing time may allow for more of a buffer if many applications come in at once and can 

help spread out and diffuse the workload. And finally, another easy strategy to streamline the 

CUA process is to create email templates to answer frequently asked questions about CUA 

management, that includes referring them to the website where their question may already have 

been answered. This will decrease time spent responding to emails, and can enforce to CUA 

applicants that the answer to their questions can be found on the website, reducing long term 

email correspondence overall. 

Another short-term strategy that will help to improve management of CUAs is to update 

SEUGs webpage about CUAs. Overall, it conveys the important information necessary for CUA 

applicants and holders, however it could go further in providing details. For example, it was 

difficult to determine if SEUG issues a 1-year or a 2-year permit, so providing this information 

on the website would be helpful. In addition, other parks like Glen Canyon provide a list of 

prohibited commercial services that will not receive a CUA. This list could come from previous 
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applications for activities that have been determined to not be appropriate for the park. While this 

may not stop all applications from coming in for these activities, it may deter some. A good 

example of a comprehensive website with lots of information is Yellowstone. They have a FAQ 

page answering a large range of questions, and useful links to their CUA Plan and all the 

necessary documents. 

Finally, increasing communication and transparency with CUA holders is crucial to 

maintaining a good relationship and ensuring resource protection and continual maintenance of 

visitor safety and visitor experience. It is important to inform CUA holders of forthcoming 

changes to CUA management that may impact their operation as soon as possible, giving them 

plenty of time to prepare for changes in advance. I would advocate for communicating any 

changes to the CUA program as soon as they are finalized, or potentially even including CUA 

holders and allowing them to contribute to the decision making process of forthcoming changes. 

Because CUA holders spend a lot of time in the park, they can give useful feedback, make 

comments on changes, and provide suggestions or input that the NPS potentially hadn’t even 

considered. This way they feel included in the decision and are more likely to support and be 

amenable to changes in CUA management. In addition, if it isn’t done already, SEUG could 

consider hosting a yearly meeting with CUA holders to provide updates on resource protection, 

let them ask questions, and inform them of any changes to expect. This opens the communication 

channels further and this time can be used to help promote resource protection, visitor safety, and 

visitor experience. And similarly to Zion’s Send Word Now system, another way to improve 

communication is to use a system that automatically texts all CUA holders who sign up for the 

service about trail closures, road closures, or any other things happening in the park that may 

impact their operations. This allows them to be in the know about what is happening on a day-to-
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day basis without having to call into the park for updates. It would also be worthwhile to 

improve communication between parks nationwide to share best management practices of CUA 

management, either through a shared forum or through phone calls multiple times a year to 

discuss strategies. 

 

Long-term solutions 

 Ultimately, assuming the number of CUA applicants will remain steady or continue to 

increase, SEUG should begin look into creating a Commercial Service Strategy (CSS) or a 

Commercial Service Plan (CSP). While this is time consuming and requires staff resources, it 

would be worthwhile to discuss CUA management strategies and come up with a determination 

of the best management practices that SEUG could implement moving forward. It can also help 

plan for future changes that may impact CUA management, and provide a more structured 

process that would remove uncertainty as a result of the flexibility in the current CUA guidance. 

If the proposed action when creating a CSS or a CSP will have a significant impact on the 

environment, including the human environment, then NEPA may be required.  

If a decision is made to limit the number of CUAs issued, it needs to be based on research 

and be an objective determination that the number of CUAs is “inconsistent with the preservation 

and proper management of park resources and values” (“Management Policies,” 2006). Limiting 

CUAs also requires a public planning process that looks at both commercial and non-commercial 

use of the park and involves a interdisciplinary team in the decision making process. This 

decision making process would involve decision analysis to weigh priorities and determine 

which alternative is the most preferred. When discussing each activity offered as a commercial 

service in the park, this would involve taking into account uncertainties, cost, resource damage, 
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visitor safety, visitor experience, popularity, necessity of activity, other impacts, and more to 

decide if CUAs should be limited and what that limit may look like. As previously discussed, if 

there is a limit of CUAs, some applicants could be chosen via a lottery process and others could 

be chosen via a competitive selection process, depending on the activity and the need for the 

most qualified CUA holders. Unfortunately, given time constraints I was unable to dive into the 

nuances and the specifics of creating a CSS or a CSP, however the WASO office is able to 

provide guidance and advice if a park is interested in creating either of these documents to 

manage CUAs. In addition, Rocky Mountain has a CSS, Yellowstone has a CUA plan, and 

Mount Rainier and Glacier have CSPs that are worth browsing to learn more about what the 

finished product can look like. 

  

Future Implications and Research 

As previously mentioned, CUA policy is set to change in the next few years and WASO 

is working hard to provide further guidance on how to manage CUAs. One alternative for CUA 

management is to wait and see what guidance WASO provides and if it can be applied to solve 

the issues of resource damage, visitor safety issues, visitor experience issues, and administrative 

burden. This clarification and standardization across parks may help resolve many of the issues 

parks are experiencing now with CUA management, but at the moment it is unclear how. 

In addition, it would be helpful to conduct further research into the parks I spoke to, as 

well as other parks across the US for a more representative sample. My research was based off of 

single interviews with most parks or brief email interactions, so it is likely that the information 

presented is incomplete information about the CUA management strategies at these parks. It 

would be useful to conduct further interviews and background research to better understand the 
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different CUA programs. In addition, I only conducted interviews for a select handful of parks, 

which may be excluding many viewpoints and other potential strategies for CUA management. 

Including a more representative sample of parks to interview may help to shed a more 

comprehensive light of CUA management in the United States and bring up issues that these 

parks did not raise due to their similarities. 

Conclusion 

 Because of the lack of guidance in NPS policies regarding CUAs, there is wide variation 

in how parks manage their CUA program. Based on literature reviews and interviews conducted 

with other parks, many parks are successfully managing large numbers of CUAs and are 

employing different strategies to protect resources, improve visitor safety and experience, and 

reduce administrative burden. These findings are meant to inform SEUG of what other parks are 

doing to manage CUAs and determine which of these management strategies may also be 

beneficial to employ at SEUG. With more parks become wary of the number of growing CUAs 

they issue, forthcoming NPS policy guidance from WASO will help to clarify CUA management 

questions and provide standardization across parks, making it easier on both CUA applicants and 

CUA managers. 
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