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Center for State of the Parks

More than a century ago, Congress established Yellowstone as the

world’s first national park. That single act was the beginning of a

remarkable and ongoing effort to protect this nation’s natural,

historical, and cultural heritage.

Today, Americans are learning that national park designation

alone cannot provide full resource protection. Many parks are

compromised by development of adjacent lands, air and water pollu-

tion, invasive plants and animals, and rapid increases in motorized

recreation. Park officials often lack adequate information on the

status of and trends in conditions of critical resources. 

The National Parks Conservation Association initiated the State of

the Parks program in 2000 to assess the condition of natural and

cultural resources in the parks, and determine how well equipped the

National Park Service is to protect the parks—its stewardship capac-

ity. The goal is to provide information that will help policymakers,

the public, and the National Park Service improve conditions in

national parks, celebrate successes as models for other parks, and

ensure a lasting legacy for future generations.

For more information about the methodology and research used

in preparing this report and to learn more about the Center for State

of the Parks, visit www.npca.org/stateoftheparks or contact: NPCA,

Center for State of the Parks, P.O. Box 737, Fort Collins, CO 80522;

phone: 970.493.2545; email: stateoftheparks@npca.org.

Since 1919, the National Parks Conservation Association has been

the leading voice of the American people in protecting and enhanc-

ing our National Park System. NPCA, its members, and partners work

together to protect the park system and preserve our nation’s natural,

historical, and cultural heritage for generations to come. 

* More than 325,000 members

* Twenty-four regional and field offices

* More than 120,000 activists

A special note of appreciation goes to those whose generous grants

and donations made this report possible: MSST Foundation, Ben

and Ruth Hammett, Lee and Marty Talbot, and anonymous donors.
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INTRODUCTION

Long before the advent of Global Positioning

System (GPS) devices and door-to-door driving

directions downloaded from the Internet, trav-

elers heading west through the American fron-

tier in the mid-19th century relied on unique

geological and topographical features to help

guide them to their destination. Scotts Bluff and

South Bluff—rising 800 feet above the North

Platte River in what is today northwestern

Nebraska—served as two vital landmarks for

these travelers. These two bluffs come into view

dramatically from the seemingly endless

Midwestern prairie, and must have provided the

pioneers with both a certain sense of relief that

they were on the right path, and perhaps a good

deal of dread as the change in scenery meant the

formidable Rocky Mountains were not far off.

Scotts Bluff is named after Hiram Scott, who in

1828, according to legend, was returning from a

trapping expedition in the Rocky Mountains,

1

Rising out of the
seemingly limitless
flats of the Great
Plains, Scotts Bluff’s
unique geologic
formations helped
guide 19th-century
travelers and
continue to draw visi-
tors to the national
monument today.
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fell ill, and could no longer travel. The story

follows that his fellow travelers were forced to

leave him behind near the bluff, where he soon

died. South Bluff is located just to the south of

Scotts Bluff. These two geological features

marked passage along the Oregon, California,

Mormon Pioneer, and Pony Express Trails. 

Two passes, Robidoux Pass and Mitchell

Pass, were associated with the bluffs and

allowed travelers to bypass the nearly impene-

trable badlands of northwestern Nebraska—

108 acres of heavily eroded, arid land—without

traversing up and over thousands of vertical

feet. Robidoux Pass, located about nine miles

to the southwest of Scotts Bluff, was heavily

used by pioneers up until 1850, when travelers

began to favor Mitchell Pass (located between

South Bluff and Scotts Bluff) as a shortcut. At

first, wagons could not traverse over Mitchell

Pass, but improvements were made—either by

settlers, commercial freight companies, or

perhaps the U.S. Army—that allowed wagons

to use it. Negotiating through Mitchell Pass

kept the settlers closer to the North Platte River,

which served as a water source and gave the

travelers something to follow, and decreased

travel time. Between 1841 and 1869 more than

350,000 emigrants traveled through these two

passes. Pony Express and overland stage riders

also used these passes, and the first transconti-

nental telegraph was strung through Mitchell

Pass in 1861.

In 1919, President Woodrow Wilson recog-

nized Scotts Bluff’s unique geology, natural

beauty, and historic significance as resources

that should be protected. Using his authority

under the Antiquities Act, he established Scotts
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Bluff National Monument. The monument’s

original boundaries protected 2,053 acres, but

subsequent additions in 1932, 1940, 1961, and

1981 brought the monument to its present size

of 3,003 acres. 

RATINGS
In recognition of the important historical and

natural resources protected within Scotts Bluff

National Monument, the National Parks

Conservation Association’s Center for State of

the Parks conducted an assessment to determine

current conditions of the monument’s resources.

The scores for cultural resources are based on the

results of indicator questions that reflect the

National Park Service’s own Cultural Resource

Management Guideline and other policies related

to cultural and historical resources. Ratings for

natural resources were assigned through an eval-

uation of park research and monitoring data. See

the “Appendix” on page 24 for more informa-

tion on NPCA’s Center for State of the Parks

comprehensive assessment methodology.

Based on the Center for State of the Parks

assessment, overall conditions of the monu-

ment’s known cultural resources rated a “fair”

score of 67 out of 100. Challenges to the

monument’s cultural resources include the

difficulty in protecting what remains of one of

the monument’s premiere historic structures,

SCOTTS BLUFF NATIONAL MONUMENT 
AT A GLANCE

• Notable cultural resources: The monument preserves the land-
scape of the two bluffs and surrounding prairie and interprets
the history of the Oregon, California, Mormon Pioneer, and Pony
Express National Historic Trails. Scotts Bluff houses the largest
collection of original sketches, photographs, and paintings by
William Henry Jackson, one of the preeminent chroniclers of the
American West and westward migration. The Civilian
Conservation Corps (CCC) came to Scotts Bluff in the 1930s and
built several buildings that are still in use today. Scotts Bluff also
preserves numerous historical artifacts within the museum
collection and archives and helps to interpret westward migra-
tion and the settling of the American West during the 19th
century through exhibits and interpretive waysides.

• Prominent natural resources: Scotts Bluff National Monument’s
significant natural resources include unique geologic features
and landscapes with inspiring views that captivate visitors, a host
of animal and plant species, and native mixed-grass prairie
habitat. The monument is situated within a deeply eroded area
of the central High Plains ecosystem. The monument’s promi-
nent erosional features—Scotts Bluff and South Bluff—are
uncommon, even within this region, and represent remnants of
the older, higher areas of the High Plains that were formed from
the deposition from the uplifting of the Rocky Mountains and
are comprised of debris that dates back 33 million years. From
the top of Scotts Bluff visitors can see views of South Bluff and
the badlands along the northern boundary. These badlands,
adjacent to the North Platte River, contain some of the richest
fossil-bearing strata in Nebraska and reflect how erosion has
shaped the landscape over millions of years. From the summit of
Scotts Bluff to the North Platte River, more geological time is
exposed than anywhere else in the state of Nebraska.  

• Recreational activities: Visitors to Scotts Bluff National
Monument can walk or hike along trails, drive or take the free
biodiesel-powered shuttle to the summit of Scotts Bluff, take in
living history programs, attend Thursday evening programs,
join ranger-led hikes during the summer, and explore the
Jackson collection and museum exhibits, among other activi-
ties. Portions of the monument’s walking trail system include
remnants of the historic Oregon Trail and feature replica
Conestoga and Murphy wagons that visitors can examine.

Park location

Park 
establishment

Park size (acres)

Recreational
visits (2008)

Northwestern
Nebraska

1919

3,003

111,849 

Scotts Bluff National Monument

 



The findings in this report do not necessarily reflect past or current park management. Many factors that affect resource conditions are a result
of both human and natural influences over long periods of time, in many cases pre-dating the monument’s creation. The intent of the Center for
State of the Parks is not to evaluate National Park Service staff performance, but to document the present status of park resources and deter-
mine which actions can be taken to protect them in the future.

Note: When interpreting the scores for resource conditions, recognize that critical information upon which the ratings are based is not always
available. This limits data interpretation to some extent. For Scotts Bluff National Monument, 97 percent of the cultural resources information
was available, and 57 percent of the natural resources information was available. 

Overall conditions

Environmental and Biotic Measures

Biotic Impacts and Stressors

Air

Water

Soils

Ecosystems Measures

Species Composition and Condition

Ecosystem Extent and Function

R AT I N G S  S C A L E

NATURAL RESOURCES

RESOURCE CATEGORY CURRENT

70 FAIR

75

63

64

62

Overall conditions

Archaeology

Cultural Landscapes

Ethnography (Peoples and Cultures) 

Historic Structures

History 

Museum Collection and Archives

R AT I N G S  S C A L E

CULTURAL RESOURCES

67 FAIR

67

76

77

58

83

78

77

83

70

EXCELLENTGOODFAIRPOORCRITICAL

0–35 36–60 61–80 81–90 91–100

EXCELLENTGOODFAIRPOORCRITICAL

0–35 36–60 61–80 81–90 91–100
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the Oregon Trail “swale” (the deep roadbed

that was created by pioneers’ wagons); a lack of

funds to renovate Civilian Conservation

Corps-era historic structures; missing or

outdated planning and management docu-

ments; an overall lack of staffing; a growing

maintenance backlog.

Current overall conditions of Scotts Bluff’s

natural resources rated a “fair” score of 70 out

of 100. Natural resource concerns include inva-

sive non-native plants that have become

entrenched within certain areas of the monu-

ment and have significantly altered habitats,

reduced flows in the North Platte River that

impact riparian areas in the monument, fire

suppression that has resulted in alterations to

the native vegetation, and fragmentation of the

adjacent landscape.  

RESOURCE MANAGEMENT HIGHLIGHTS 

• Black-tailed prairie dogs are considered a keystone species of
the Great Plains prairie—meaning that this species plays a crit-
ical role in the ecosystem. Scotts Bluff National Monument is
one of only eight Park Service units with a population of black-
tailed prairie dogs. Once considered vermin, the black-tailed
prairie dog was extirpated from the area in the 1940s and
1950s. Black-tailed prairie dogs re-established a colony within
the monument in 1981. In the last five years, the number of
black-tailed prairie dog colonies increased from one to three,
before falling back to two after the smallest of the colonies
died out in 2008. The cause of this die-off is still unknown.  

• After three years of intensive control efforts, monument staff,
with help from the Northern Great Plains Exotic Plant
Management Team based at Theodore Roosevelt National
Park in North Dakota, have virtually eliminated invasive non-
native Russian olive trees and saltcedar from Scotts Bluff
National Monument.  

• A long-range interpretive plan for Scotts Bluff was completed
and approved in 2008. This plan addresses interpretation of
the Civilian Conservation Corps’ work at the monument during
the 1930s, one of the Park Service’s most significant remaining
landscapes built by the CCC. The plan also addresses interpre-
tation of archaeological resources and traditional use of the
monument by associated American Indian groups.

• Between 1915 and 1923, 42 acres next to Scotts Bluff National
Monument were developed into the Scotts Bluff Country
Club. This land became part of the monument in 1972.
During 1995 and 1996, the Nebraska Environmental Trust
Fund provided funds to restore the land by removing the
clubhouse basement, the caretaker’s house basement, and a
swimming pool. After these structures were removed the staff
recontoured the ground, treated the non-native plants with
herbicides, and seeded the area with native flora. The
Nebraska Environmental Trust Fund also funded the removal
of a separate dumpsite, which included a motor vehicle, from
7 acres within the monument. 

• An addition to the Monument Valley Pathway was completed
in 2006; it connects Scotts Bluff National Monument to the
local communities of Scottsbluff, Terrytown, and Gering. The
construction of the trail was a collaborative project between
monument staff and these communities.

Funding from the Nebraska Environmental Trust
Fund allowed the Park Service to remove debris
from an unauthorized dumpsite within the
boundaries of Scotts Bluff National Monument in
1998. The dumpsite pictured here still remains
and is the largest within the monument.
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KEY FINDINGS 

• The National Park Service would like to
add 1,240 acres of land to Scotts Bluff
National Monument, including portions
of Robidoux Pass National Historic
Landmark, the historic site of Fort
Mitchell, and some private parcels adja-
cent to the monument. Acquiring these
lands would decrease habitat fragmenta-
tion and help monument staff with their
prairie restoration efforts by creating
wildlife corridors, increasing the amount
of suitable habitat, and establishing a
buffer to slow the spread of invasive
species back into park lands. Moreover,
since Robidoux Pass was used for the
majority of the history of western migra-
tion in the area, adding it to the monu-
ment would also offer interpretation
opportunities and allow staff to better
address their mandate for representing
western expansion.

• One of the monument’s top cultural
resources management priorities is to
rehabilitate the historic visitor center. This
project will address museum exhibit and
collection storage space deficiencies
such as a lack of proper storage cabinets;
inadequate light, relative humidity, and
temperature monitoring; and the lack of a
fire suppression system. Under current

conditions, the monument is unable to
display the William Henry Jackson origi-
nal sketches, photos, and paintings to the
public, because the exhibit space within
the visitor center lacks the proper envi-
ronmental controls. Staff have made
strides recently to improve their exhibits
by installing better lighting and upgrad-
ing the displays in the Jackson Room. 

• The exact boundaries of Scotts Bluff
National Monument are difficult to define
due to the nature of the badland topog-
raphy near the monument’s northern
boundary. Growth in the number of
people who own small parcels adjacent
to the monument, on account of larger
land parcels being subdivided, also
complicates boundary delineation. As
land surrounding the monument contin-
ues to shift in ownership and use, defin-
ing the boundary will inevitably become a
top priority. The monument needs an
updated general management plan to
address delineation of the monument’s
boundary, issues associated with increas-
ing trespass by neighbors playing paint-
ball, and the damage to natural and
cultural resources that result from this
unauthorized use.

• A lack of staff hinders cultural resource
management and resource interpretation
at Scotts Bluff. The monument does not
have any full-time staff dedicated solely
to the protection of cultural resources, so
this work is completed only as time
allows. Scotts Bluff’s natural resource
specialist handles the majority of the
cultural resource duties, and a law
enforcement ranger has also assumed
interpretation responsibilities. As a result
of the monument’s limited staff, the
number of visitors that the interpretive
programs were able to reach has
decreased from 99,896 people in 1990 to

The site of the original
Robidoux trading post
is currently part of
Robidoux Pass
National Historic
Landmark.  Scotts Bluff
National Monument’s
general management
plan calls for the addi-
tion of the historic
landmark to the
monument to comple-
ment the interpreta-
tion of western migra-
tion during the 19th
century. 
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55,295 in 2007. Monument staff have
identified several cultural resource and
interpretation positions that need to be
filled: historian/museum curator (vacant),
interpretive specialist (new), law enforce-
ment officer (new), paleontologist (new),
and cultural resources specialist (new). A
considerable number of cultural
resources projects are unfunded, such as
constructing an addition to the historic
Oregon Trail Museum, repairing the
Oregon Trail, and updating interpretive
signage. 

• There are more than 100 invasive non-
native plant species growing within Scotts
Bluff National Monument. Canada thistle
is a problem in the badlands area
between Scotts Bluff and the North Platte
River, while infestations of cheatgrass and
smooth brome fragment the monument’s
mixed-grass prairie. The Union Pacific
Railroad and three irrigation canal right-
of-ways that pass through the monument
serve as continued disturbances and
sources of non-native plants primarily due
to maintenance activities. The Park
Service’s Northern Great Plains Exotic
Plant Management Team helps the
monument control a number of invasive
plants, but even with this assistance,
Scotts Bluff is not able to adequately treat
all problem species. The addition of a
permanent biological technician that
could serve both Scotts Bluff and Agate
Fossil Beds National Monument (located
about 50 miles to the north of Scotts
Bluff) would help in controlling these
invasive non-natives. 

• Scotts Bluff National Monument is cut off
from similar ecosystems by adjacent agri-
cultural lands and rangelands, as well as
by the communities of Gering and
Scottsbluff. This adjacent land use
isolates Scotts Bluff, and it affects the

monument’s ability to maintain a native
mixed-grass prairie system because adja-
cent lands act as a source for invasive
non-native species. Although the cities of
Scottsbluff and Gering have experienced
very little population growth in recent
decades, the urban footprint of these
cities expands as new subdivisions and
commercial developments are built. This
increased development to the north and
east affects the ability of the monument
to preserve and interpret the historical
setting and conditions present during the
time of westward migration. 

• Several entities hold special-use permits,
own inholdings, and control right-of-ways
that allow for certain activities within the
monument’s boundaries. For example,
the State of Nebraska was issued a
special-use permit by Scotts Bluff
National Monument for Highway 92 (now
a county road), which passes through the
monument. The Union Pacific Railroad
owns the tracks that run just south of the
river and badlands area within the monu-
ment’s northern boundary. Trains travel
these tracks on average every 22 minutes
throughout a 24-hour period. In addition
to the road and railroad tracks, three irri-
gation canals that provide water to agri-
cultural fields in the North Platte River
Valley also pass through Scotts Bluff
National Monument. The presence and
maintenance of the road, railroad tracks,
canals, and canal service roads disturb
surrounding soil and vegetation, intro-
duce invasive non-native species, and
alter the aesthetic values of the monu-
ment. The fact that the railroad and
canals were built before the monument
was established limits the ability of the
Park Service to require better manage-
ment practices.

Visitors to Scotts Bluff
National Monument
can walk in the foot-
steps of 19th-century
settlers who
emigrated west along
the Oregon Trail. 
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CULTURAL RESOURCES—
MONUMENT PRESERVES HISTORY OF
WESTWARD MIGRATION

Scotts Bluff National Monument scored an

overall “fair” score of 67 out of 100 for the

condition of cultural resources, including

history, historic structures, cultural landscapes,

archaeology, ethnography, and museum collec-

tion and archives. The scores for cultural

resources are based on the results of indicator

questions that reflect the National Park Service’s

own Cultural Resource Management Guideline

and other policies related to cultural and histor-

ical resources. 

Key challenges to the monument’s cultural

resources include the degradation of the

historic cultural landscape, adjacent develop-

ment that mars the historic viewscape that

19th-century pioneers witnessed, lack of funds

THE SCOTTS BLUFF NATIONAL
MONUMENT ASSESSMENT

Interpreting the
western migration
and settling of the
American West
requires Scotts Bluff
National Monument
to preserve both
cultural and natural
resources.
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to renovate and interpret historic structures

that date from the Civilian Conservation

Corps era, and erosion of the Oregon Trail that

passes through the monument. Planning

documents and assessments are also needed in

order for staff to best manage resources.

Currently the monument has no full-time staff

that can dedicate significant time to cultural

resource management. Needed positions

include a cultural resources specialist and a

historian/museum curator.    

HISTORY—MANAGEMENT DOCUMENTS
AND STAFF NEEDED
Scotts Bluff National Monument was estab-

lished in 1919, just three years after the creation

of the National Park Service. It was created, in

part, because of the area’s importance to the

settlement of the American West. Despite the

park’s long history as a national monument and

the historical significance of events that took

place on lands within the monument, Scotts

Bluff does not have a historian/museum

curator, cultural resource specialist, or any staff

solely dedicated to cultural resource manage-

ment. This dearth of staff is a primary reason

why the monument lacks a number of research

and planning documents. Managers have iden-

tified the need for more research into how to

protect and manage the Oregon Trail, which

could be accomplished through some form of

treatment guidance. Staff would also like to

undertake a boundary study, a historic vegeta-

tion study, and an ethnographic overview and

assessment. Scotts Bluff National Monument’s

administrative history, written in 1962 and

most recently updated in 1983, is in need of

additional updates. 

EARLY PARK DEVELOPMENT

There was a flurry of activity and improvements to Scotts Bluff
National Monument during the early 1930s. The Civilian
Conservation Corps (CCC) built four buildings near the monu-
ment’s entrance (the Oregon Trail Museum, a ranger residence, a
maintenance building, and public restrooms); constructed the
Saddle Rock Trail, summit and visitor parking lots, and the Summit
Road and tunnels; planted trees and vegetation to control
erosion; built a utility building and residences for staff; and fenced
portions of the monument. The Works Progress Administration
(WPA) took over for the CCC in 1938 and worked on what was
called at the time State Highway 86 (now a county road), which
runs through the monument. The WPA also enlarged parking
areas and installed interpretive markers. Today Scotts Bluff main-
tains several historic Civilian Conservation Corps-era structures
and uses them in a variety of ways—as the visitor center and
administrative offices, among others. Active use of historic struc-
tures helps ensure they are preserved.

The second era of development at the monument began in
the late 1940s, continued into the 1950s, and was greatly
expanded as a result of the National Park Service’s Mission 66
effort (an initiative implemented in the mid-1950s to improve the
condition of the national parks by 1966). The Jackson Wing was
added to the Oregon Trail Museum in 1949, and a project to plant
48,634 juniper and ponderosa pine trees was completed in 1956.
By the end of the Mission 66 era, a host of projects had been
completed: doubling of the monument’s trail system, installation
of new interpretive waysides and signs, construction of a campfire
circle and 250-seat amphitheatre, publication of the monument’s
official handbook, updates to the Oregon Trail Museum exhibits,
expansion of the utility building, construction of additional staff
residences, and installation of a museum collection storage vault
in the visitor center. 
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Members of the Civilian Conservation Corps
work to carve a tunnel on the Summit Road.
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CULTURAL LANDSCAPES—
THREATENED BY EROSION, INVASIVE
SPECIES, DEVELOPMENT, AND A LACK
OF STAFF
Cultural landscapes illustrate how people have

used, changed, and adapted to their surround-

ings through time. Scotts Bluff National

Monument consists of one cultural landscape

with two separate components—the Oregon

Trail landscape and the visitor facilities and

surroundings built by the Civilian Conservation

Corps. As previously mentioned, the Oregon

Trail was one of the main migration routes that

westward settlers used to reach the interior and

Pacific Coast of the United States during the

19th century. It passes through lands now

within Scotts Bluff National Monument. The

Civilian Conservation Corps features date from

the 1930s, when the federal government

dispatched men to the area to build and

improve infrastructure and facilities.

Currently, the cultural landscape of Scotts

Bluff National Monument is in “good” condi-

tion. However, portions of the landscape,

including features such as the CCC-built struc-

tures/landscapes, need to be rehabilitated to

reflect their historic character while providing

for fee collection, accessibility, and interpreta-

tion. In some areas this process will involve the

removal of invasive non-native plant species

using prescribed burns and machines, planting

native grasses and plants, and regularly moni-

toring these efforts. Recently, this restoration

has been slowed by the area’s persistent lack of

precipitation, which would hinder the germina-

tion of native grass seeds.

The most widespread threats to Scotts Bluff’s

landscape include erosion, invasive non-native

species, incompatible land use within the

monument’s boundaries, development outside

monument boundaries, and an overall lack of

staffing. Erosion from storm water runoff has

already compromised the historic Oregon Trail

ruts; preservation efforts have focused on

diverting this runoff to minimize future

damage. Heavy rains and erosion also threaten

the overlook area at the top of Summit Road.

Invasive non-native species often outcompete

native plant species and completely alter the

landscape experienced by American Indians,

early pioneers, and settlers. Power lines that run

through the monument on utility right-of-ways

mar the historic viewshed, but the Park Service

has been unable to persuade the utility

company to reroute or remove these obstruc-

tions. The presence of railroad tracks and irriga-

tion canals in the monument, as well as the

escalation of residential development directly

adjacent to the park, also make interpreting

western migration increasingly difficult.

Monument staff need additional guidance on

the treatment of the remains of the Oregon

Trial to guide the management of the trail, but

a lack of staff limits the amount of planning

that can be completed. Despite these limita-

tions the monument completed a new long-

range interpretive plan in 2008, which

addresses interpreting the Civilian

Conservation Corps-built landscape.

To tell a more complete story of westward

migration and travel along the Oregon,

California, Mormon Pioneer, and Pony Express

Trails, the National Park Service would like to

acquire the 1,000-acre Robidoux Pass parcel

that is located nine miles southwest of the

monument. As previously mentioned, fur trap-

pers and traders, missionaries, soldiers, and

These power lines
run directly through
Scotts Bluff National
Monument, marring
the viewshed and
making interpretation
of 19th-century
western migration
more challenging.  
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settlers used Robidoux until 1850, when they

began using Mitchell Pass, which is located

closer to the bluffs, more frequently. The

National Park Service is also interested in

acquiring the area where Fort Mitchell was

located. Built in 1864 during conflicts between

the U.S. government and American Indians that

were known as the Indian Wars, Fort Mitchell

was located northwest of the monument on a

bend in the North Platte River. Constructed

from sod and abandoned in 1867, no part of

the original Fort Mitchell has survived. Even so,

the fort’s history is an important part of the

larger history of the Scotts Bluff region. Adding

Robidoux Pass and Fort Mitchell to Scotts Bluff

National Monument would ensure that these

parcels are permanently protected.    

HISTORIC STRUCTURES—VISITOR
CENTER RENOVATION NEEDED 
Scotts Bluff National Monument contains 18

historic structures and every one, save the Scout

Trail (listed as “poor”), is considered to be in

“good” or “fair” condition, according to the

monument’s list of classified structures. One of

Scotts Bluff’s premier historic structures is not a

building or monument, but what remains of

the historic Oregon Trail. The monument’s

other structures include the five buildings that

compose the monument’s headquarters, four of

which were built by the Civilian Conservation

Corps (CCC) in the 1930s, as well as tunnels,

sidewalks, trails, and signposts. The Scout Trail,

built in 1927 by the Boy Scouts to connect a

picnic area at the base of the bluff to the

summit, was abandoned in 1953 because of

erosion problems. While the trail was allowed

to be revegetated, it is still very prominent. The

Hiram Scott Memorial Arch, a commemorative

structure placed at the base of the Scout Trail in

The monument’s
visitor center was
built by the Civilian
Conservation Corps
during the 1930s. The
visitor center
complex needs reno-
vation and rehabilita-
tion work to improve
the structure’s exhibit
space and artifact
storage capacity,
improve energy effi-
ciency, expose origi-
nal architectural
features, and
provide additional
space for visitors
and staff.
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1930, has since collapsed. Scotts Bluff’s staff

have recognized the need to update the list of

classified structures to document these changes,

among others.

Scotts Bluff’s visitor center is the nerve center

for the monument and serves many roles. Built

by the Civilian Conservation Corps in 1935

with additions in 1937 and 1949, the visitor

center is the central orientation point for the

monument. It houses the Oregon Trail

Museum, the monument’s library, storage space

for the original Jackson paintings and photo-

graphs, space for interpretive exhibits and infor-

mal interpretation, meeting areas, park admin-

istrative space, and staff offices. Considering all

these uses, it is not surprising that the current

visitor center is undersized, and given the struc-

ture’s age, it is not energy efficient. The monu-

ment completed a historic structure report for

the visitor center in 2001, as well as a condition

assessment and structural evaluation of the

adobe that was used to construct the building.

The report and evaluation found that work is

needed to preserve the structure.

Renovating and rehabilitating the visitor

center is one of the monument’s top priorities.

Funding to write a project statement is needed

to clearly outline the goals and actions required

to carry out this work. Renovation of the visitor

center would include updates to interpretive

exhibits and improvements to museum collec-

tion storage space. Restoration work includes

plans to expose the visitor center’s original

beams by removing the dropped ceiling,

remove the wood paneling from the foyer, and

restore the original plaster that is underneath

the paneling. These projects would result in a

structure that better reflects and interprets the

Civilian Conservation Corps era at the monu-

ment. This work cannot be done until a project

statement is completed.

Erosion, natural weathering and decay, and

antiquated electrical wiring systems that pose a

fire risk are the biggest threats to the monu-

ment’s historic structures. As discussed previ-

ously, natural erosion has significantly altered

the historic Oregon Trail ruts. Historic buildings

require regular maintenance to protect them

from the elements and normal breakdown over

time, but funding and staffing shortfalls limit

the amount of maintenance that can be done. 

The cost to address Scotts Bluff’s deferred

maintenance backlog, which includes work on

historic structures, exceeds $1.6 million. Staff

have developed a 10-year park asset manage-

ment plan based on current funding levels to

address the maintenance backlog for all struc-

tures, including nonhistoric structures, and have

selected projects that total $382,500. This plan

will direct funds to the highest priority projects,

such as repairing adobe on the exterior of build-

ings, maintaining the Summit Road, and reha-

bilitating the outdoor amphitheatre. 

Compounding the backlog is the fact that the

monument’s maintenance division has lost 1.75

full-time equivalent positions since 2002. This

represents an almost 50 percent drop in staffing

and has limited the ability of the remaining staff

to perform recurring and preventative mainte-

nance activities on historic structures. In addi-

tion, the staff does not have sufficient plans to

carry out historic preservation treatments on the

monument’s historic structures and needs addi-

tional preservation training. 

ARCHAEOLOGY—RESOURCES INCLUDE
AMERICAN INDIAN ARTIFACTS AND THE
REMAINS OF PREHISTORIC ANIMALS
Eighty percent of Scotts Bluff National

Monument has been surveyed for archaeologi-

cal resources and 62 archaeological sites have

been documented. Forty-three sites have been

included in the Park Service’s Archeological

Sites Management Information System

(ASMIS). The remaining sites are considered

local resource sites because they have been lost,

destroyed, or cannot be located and are there-

fore not reported. The ASMIS is the Park

Service’s database for the basic registration and

management of the monument’s prehistoric

 



Scotts Bluff’s museum
collection includes
fossils such as this
giant titanothere skull
that is on display at
the visitor center. 
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and historic archaeological resources. Of the

listed sites, 12 are considered to be in “good”

condition, 28 are rated as “fair,” two are consid-

ered to be in “poor” condition, and one has

been destroyed.  

The monument’s predominant archaeologi-

cal resources pertain to American Indian

cultures that have been present in the area for

10,000 years, as well as the remains of prehis-

toric animals—rhinos, camels, giant hogs, and

oreodonts (four-toed sheep-sized mammals).

The fossilized remains of these animals are

particularly prevalent in the monument’s

badlands area located along the northern

boundary. The American Indian habitation sites

contain prehistoric lithic material scatter (e.g.,

pottery, animal bone, chipped stone debris, and

stone tools), hearth features, and bison process-

ing areas. Scottsbluff points—long, thin, flaked-

rock points used by American Indians as tips on

hunting spears—have been found within the

monument and helped archaeologists date

prehistoric human use of the area back at least

10,000 years.

The monument’s archaeological resources

are endangered by an overall lack of staffing,

erosion that can expose and damage artifacts,

and some limited illegal collection in the fossil-

rich badlands. Scotts Bluff National Monument

does not have an archaeologist or any other staff

solely dedicated to cultural resources manage-

ment and protection, but the monument

receives assistance from staff at the Park Service’s

Midwest Archeological Center. Staff from the

center assessed the condition of known archae-

ological resources in 2006, and they discovered

an early 20th-century dugout feature, believed

to be part of the root cellar area of the residence

of the area’s ditch rider (a canal tender). To

address illegal collection of archaeological

resources such as fossils and other cultural

resources, the monument needs additional law

enforcement staff to patrol the monument. 

Future archaeological work staff would like

to complete includes archaeological surveys

after prescribed burns are conducted to restore

prairie. Such surveys could help staff locate

stone teepee rings and fire pits that are currently

obscured by vegetation.      

MUSEUM COLLECTION AND
ARCHIVES—EXHIBIT AND STORAGE
SPACE IMPROVEMENTS NEEDED 
Scotts Bluff National Monument preserves a

museum collection and archives that total

15,854 objects. The majority of the museum

collection consists of American Indian objects

of personal use—beaded pouches of floral

design, catlinite pipes, and beaded pipe bags.

The collection also includes the nation’s largest

assemblage of paintings, sketches, and photo-

graphs by pioneer photographer and artist

William Henry Jackson, one of the preeminent

chroniclers of westward migration and the

settling of the American West. The Jackson

collection consists of 365 original paintings and

drawings, 350 photographs, and a sampling of

Jackson’s personal belongings. These paintings

and photographs feature scenes of life along the

American frontier and portrayals of westward

expansion. Common subjects include pioneers

traveling along the Oregon, California, and

Mormon Pioneer Trails and riders with the

Pony Express. Additional items within the

monument’s collection include articles related

to Oregon Trail history, a few historic books

dating from the mid-19th century, and geologi-

cal and fossil specimens. 

Seventy-four percent of Scotts Bluff’s overall

museum collection and archives has been cata-

loged, although just 17 percent of the monu-

ment’s archive has been cataloged. This backlog

is largely due to the fact that the monument’s

historian/museum curator position is vacant

because of a lack of funds. 

The Oregon Trail Museum, located within

the monument’s visitor center, houses both

exhibits and the museum storage space. Due to

limited exhibit space, the monument is only

able to display 329 items, which represent just 2
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percent of the total collection. The museum

exhibits were installed in the late 1950s and are

considered out-of-date, too small, and unable

to support the rotation of items. The lack of

space and inadequate safeguards within the

exhibit space prevent monument staff from

displaying the original Jackson paintings and

photographs; the monument only displays

copies of these famous works. Staff are well

aware of these shortcomings and have begun

renovating the visitor center by reorganizing the

exhibit space to showcase the paintings and by

installing better lighting. Issues with the

museum’s storage space include a dearth of

storage cabinets; a lack of relative humidity,

ultraviolet light, and temperature monitoring;

and a lack of a fire-suppression system.

Addressing the lack of storage space by renovat-

ing the visitor center is the monument’s

number-one funding priority. Currently there is

very limited vacant cabinet space to store addi-

tional artifacts, and the monument is therefore

not able to accept additional items if they were

to be donated. There is also very limited work

space for the curation of artifacts.

Scotts Bluff National Monument’s overall

lack of staff ranks as the greatest threat to the

museum collection and archives. The histo-

rian/museum curator position lapsed six years

ago and remains unfilled. The monument’s

resource management specialist recently took

on museum curation duties, but this is not an

ideal solution because this staff member does

not have museum training and has a host of

other responsibilities.

Historical artifacts,
such as this replica
Murphy wagon
located just off the
Oregon Trail, are
among the cultural
resources preserved
and interpreted for
visitors at Scotts Bluff
National Monument.  
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ETHNOGRAPHY—HUMAN USE OF THE
AREA DATES BACK AT LEAST 10,000
YEARS
Human use and habitation of the land that is

now protected within the boundaries of Scotts

Bluff National Monument date back at least

10,000 years. The Park Service has the responsi-

bility to protect the various resources important

to peoples with traditional ties to parklands.

The American Indian tribes with the strongest

connection to the area are the Arapaho, Sioux

(primarily Lakota and Nakota), and Cheyenne.

The Crow, Omaha, Ponca, Pawnee, Apache,

Comanche, Kiowa, Shoshone, Ute, Arikara, and

possibly the Oto have some historical connec-

tion to the area as well.

Scotts Bluff National Monument does not

have an ethnographic overview and assessment,

a document that provides staff with a review

and analysis of the monument’s ethnographic

resources and traditionally associated groups,

and there are no plans to complete one. Very

little is known about how people used resources

in the area in the past. It is believed that it was

used as traditional hunting grounds, but this

information is not interpreted to the public at

this time.

The superintendent and staff at Scotts Bluff

National Monument are committed to fostering

positive relationships with traditionally associ-

ated peoples, but without official guidance on

initiating and maintaining personal relation-

ships, addressing issues of cultural affiliation,

repatriating artifacts, and granting special use of

parklands, building relationships and making

decisions that could affect associated groups is

difficult. 

Even without official plans and documents

to guide the protection and interpretation of

ethnographic resources, staff make the effort to

be respectful of traditionally associated peoples

and the resources they value. Recently, an

American Indian object that was displayed

within one park exhibit was removed from

display because it was identified as a potentially

culturally sensitive object. An exhibit interpret-

ing American Indian and Euro-American rela-

tions along the Oregon Trail that used inappro-

priate and antiquated language was also

removed.

Scotts Bluff National
Monument interprets
American Indian
history through
museum exhibits,
such as this display at
the visitor center, and
through interpretive
programs presented
by monument staff. 
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NATURAL RESOURCES—UNIQUE
GEOLOGICAL FEATURES AND MIXED-
GRASS PRAIRIE PROTECTED

The assessment rated the overall condition of

natural resources at Scotts Bluff National

Monument a score of 70 out of 100, which

ranks park resources in “fair” condition.

Prominent factors influencing the ratings

include the presence of invasive non-native

plant species, habitat and landscape alteration

and degradation, and the effects of fire suppres-

sion and the past extirpation of bison, a

keystone species on America’s native prairies.

PARK HABITATS—WESTERN HIGH
PLAINS HABITAT PRESERVED 
Scotts Bluff National Monument encompasses

at least seven distinct habitat types—riverine

woodland, coniferous woodland, mixed-grass

prairie, riparian habitat associated with the

canals, pine-studded bluffs, shrub-dominated

slopes, and badlands. The most prevalent

habitat at the monument is the mixed-grass

prairie, which encompasses about 2,600 acres.

The quality of the mixed-grass prairie varies

within the monument—native species still

dominate many acres, but certain areas have

been degraded and are of low quality. For

example, prior to being added to the monu-

The badlands are
one of the unique
habitats within the
monument. Unclear
boundaries in this
area mean that
incompatible uses,
such as neighbors
playing paintball,
may be occurring on
Park Service land. A
boundary survey
would establish the
ownership in this area
and could prevent
further damage.      
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ment in 1970, areas were used as golf courses,

feedlots, trash dumps, a clay quarry, and agricul-

tural fields. Certain tracts of the native mixed-

grass prairie are now besieged by invasive non-

native grasses, suffer from persistent drought

conditions, and, to a lesser degree, are inun-

dated with woody shrubs.

Prior to the westward migration of Euro-

American settlers, the expansive Midwestern

Great Plains were influenced predominantly by

native grazers and regular fire. The removal of

these two drivers—especially the extirpation of

bison (Bison bison)—has resulted in the trans-

formation of the mixed-grass prairie at Scotts

Bluff National Monument. Invasive non-native

species have spread and become entrenched,

and flammable fuels have built up on the

ground at the monument. Other factors that

have contributed to changes in the prairie

ecosystem are the construction of irrigation

canals, dams, and artificial riverbed channels. 

The lands that surround the monument

have been transformed from native mixed-grass

prairie to agricultural lands, grazed rangelands,

and urban development. (Despite low popula-

tion growth, the cities closest to the monu-

ment—Scottsbluff and Gering—have expanded

their footprints by allowing residential develop-

ment near the monument’s northeast bound-

ary.) These changes have isolated the native

mixed-grass prairie contained within the monu-

ment, so staff must manage it as an isolated

parcel in a highly altered landscape. Adjacent

residential and commercial development and

the surrounding farm fields and rangelands act

as sources for invasive non-native species, which

affect the monument’s ability to maintain a

native mixed-grass prairie ecosystem, which in

turn makes it more difficult for monument staff

to preserve and interpret the historical setting

and conditions present during the time of west-

ward migration. Staff have indentified certain

parcels of adjacent land that if added to the

monument would bring ecological benefits

(i.e., decrease the fragmentation and isolation

of the mixed-grass prairie ecosystem, bolster

prairie restoration efforts, and aid in local

wildlife migration). 

Attempts to restore native prairie at the

monument began in the 1970s and continue

today. Work includes the treatment of invasive

non-native vegetation and the reintroduction of

native species. Today Scotts Bluff National

Monument has 27 restoration sites within its

boundaries. Overall restoration success has

been highly variable. Grass seed mixtures

formerly used to revegetate sites contained non-

native species that have become established.

Extreme climate conditions and the persistence

of drought have made it more difficult for

native species to recolonize parts of the monu-

ment. For the past six years, drought conditions

have prevented the use of prescribed fires as a

restoration tool, but staff have made progress

without the use of prescribed burns. Once the

current drought subsides, monument staff plan

to use prescribed burns to maintain and restore

historical ecological conditions and a natural

vegetative structure, reduce invasive non-native

plant species, and re-establish a more natural

fire regime. In the meantime, staff from Scotts

Bluff National Monument, the Park Service’s

Signs placed
throughout Scotts
Bluff inform visitors of
the monument’s
efforts to restore
native prairie and ask
them to help by
staying on estab-
lished trails to avoid
trampling sensitive
native vegetation. 
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Northern Great Plains Network Inventory and

Monitoring Program, Wind Cave National Park,

and university faculty and students monitor the

effects of past prescribed burns on vegetation

and monitor the restored prairies. Local volun-

teers have also been helpful with ongoing

prairie restoration efforts, and as noted in the

“Resource Management Highlights” section on

page 5, the Nebraska Environmental Trust Fund

has provided financial support for several

restoration projects.

Scotts Bluff contains 27 acres of riverine

habitat along the North Platte River, which runs

along the monument’s northern border. This

habitat is decreasing annually from persistent

drought and the continued reduced flows of the

river caused by the upstream dams and chan-

nels. The reduced flows and practice of fire

suppression have resulted in the growth of

unnaturally dense vegetation along the river-

banks. The three irrigation canals within the

monument have created unnatural riparian

vegetation communities, which serve as a

source of, and increase the dispersion of, non-

native plant species (e.g., Canada thistle

[Cirsium arvense] and Russian thistle [Salsola

iberica]). 

INVASIVE SPECIES—NON-NATIVE PLANTS
POSE A MANAGEMENT CHALLENGE 
More than 500 plant species grow within Scotts

Bluff National Monument, of which 343 are

native to the area. Some of the monument’s

native plant species, such as threadleaf sedge

Members of the Park
Service’s Northern
Great Plains Exotic
Plant Management
Team assist Scotts
Bluff staff in control-
ling invasive non-
native plant species. 
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(Carex filifolia) and needle and thread grass

(Hesperostipa comata ssp. comata), are coming

under increasing pressure from a variety of

factors—persistent drought conditions, lack of

regular fires, and an increase in non-native

plants. Canada thistle, cheatgrass (Bromus tecto-

rum), and smooth brome (Bromus inermis) are

several of the monument’s more prevalent inva-

sive non-native plant species. 

Past management actions have caused some

of the problems with non-native species. For

example, seed mixes containing non-native

plant seeds were once planted in some of the

monument’s restoration areas. Efforts to control

erosion at the monument during the 1940s,

’50s, and ’60s included the planting of non-

native trees such as eastern red cedar (Juniperus

virginiana). This work has resulted in an unnat-

urally high vegetation density on the monu-

ment’s summits and in ravines. 

The Park Service’s Northern Great Plains

Exotic Plant Management Team assists Scotts

Bluff staff with controlling invasive non-native

species. This team has treated Canada thistle,

musk thistle (Carduus nutans), Russian olive

(Elaeagnus angustifolia), saltcedar (Tamarix ramo-

sissima), kochia (Kochia scoparia), mullein

(Verbascum thapsus), water hemlock (Cicuta

maculate), and houndstongue (Cynoglossum

officinale). Even with this help, the monument

needs more funds and staff to effectively treat

invasive species. 

PARK WILDLIFE—MONUMENT
SUPPORTS BLACK-TAILED PRAIRIE
DOG POPULATION 
Scotts Bluff National Monument is home to 29

mammal, 123 bird, six amphibian, seven

reptile, and 22 fish species. Black-tailed prairie

dogs (Cynomys ludovicianus) are Scotts Bluff

National Monument’s only remaining keystone

species (i.e., one that is particularly vital to an

ecosystem). Scotts Bluff is one of only eight

national parks to contain an active black-tailed

prairie dog colony, a species that was being

considered for federal protection until the U.S.

Fish and Wildlife Service removed it from

consideration in 2004. The species was extir-

pated from the monument in the 1940s and it

was not until 1981 that the prairie dogs re-estab-

lished a colony by moving in from surrounding

areas. Today, the monument supports two

black-tailed prairie dog colonies, and while

these populations are considered viable, the

number of individuals is currently at the lowest

level in 13 years. Scotts Bluff lacks burrowing

owls (Athene cunicularia), swift fox (Vulpes

velox), and black-footed ferrets (Mustela

nigripes)—species that generally occur in the

same areas as black-tailed prairie dogs—which

suggests the ecosystems are not completely

healthy. Although the monument contains ideal

habitat for black-footed ferrets, the site was

deemed too small for an official reintroduction

program.

The Park Service’s Heartland Network

Inventory and Monitoring Program and monu-

ment staff collect data annually on Scotts Bluff’s

black-tailed prairie dogs, including overall

population, colony location and size, and the

presence of disease. Of particular concern is

sylvatic plague, an infectious disease caused by

Cheatgrass (pictured
here) is one of Scotts
Bluff’s most prolific
invasive non-native
species. 
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the bacterium Yersinia pestis, which can wipe out

entire colonies. A survey in 2008 did not detect

the presence of the disease.  A group from the

University of South Dakota will test again for

the incidence of plague within Scotts Bluff’s

prairie dog colonies this summer.  

AIR AND WATER QUALITY—LIMITED
DATA AVAILABLE 
The Park Service’s Northern Great Plains

Network Inventory and Monitoring Program

monitors Scotts Bluff National Monument’s

air quality. However, since there are no air-

quality monitoring stations within park

boundaries, data from regional stations are

used to extrapolate air quality within the

monument. The data from regional stations

suggest that while the air quality within the

monument is within federally acceptable

levels, Scotts Bluff’s air quality ranks as the

worst within the Northern Great Plains region

in every category except visibility. The major

air pollutants in the area surrounding the

monument are volatile organic compounds

released from sugar beet refineries and particu-

late matter that enters the air when the wind

blows across plowed fields. Particulates impair

visibility within the monument at times. On

days with good visibility, visitors to the

summit of Scotts Bluff can usually see Laramie

Peak, a 10,272-foot peak in eastern Wyoming,

about 90 aerial miles to the west.  

Scotts Bluff National Monument encom-

passes one small spring, portions of the North

Platte River, and three canals. The North Platte

River forms the northern boundary of the

monument for 1.5 miles. Like air quality, the

historic data available to staff regarding water

quality are taken from stations outside of park

boundaries, and there are no current plans to

monitor water quality at the monument in the

future. Water-quality indicators collected from

the area that have exceeded acceptable levels in

the past include nitrate/nitrite, sulfate, and

fecal coliform. 

Scotts Bluff National
Monument is one of
eight national park
units to harbor black-
tailed prairie dogs. A
recent die-off of one
of the monument’s
populations has
raised concerns and
has prompted further
study by a group
from the University of
South Dakota during
summer 2009. 
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STEWARDSHIP CAPACITY

FUNDING AND STAFFING—SHORTAGES
HINDER PARK PROJECTS
The most significant factor affecting a park’s

ability to protect its resources is the funding it

receives from Congress and the administration.

In fiscal year 2008, Scotts Bluff National

Monument had an annual field-adjusted (i.e.,

the actual amount available to a park) operating

budget of $813,925 to support staff and fund

resource protection projects. Between 2001 and

2008, the monument’s operational budget

increased by $10,000 per year, which covered

cost-of-living increases and employee pay raises

but was not enough to allow managers to

address a host of resource protection needs. The

list of high-priority unfunded projects includes

visitor center rehabilitation, removal of old

fences/installation of new fences, and the reme-

diation of dumpsites.  

Scotts Bluff National Monument is in need

of several full-time permanent staff positions—

historian/museum curator, interpretive special-

ist, and law enforcement officer—as well as a

paleontologist, cultural resource specialist, and

biological technician who would serve both

Scotts Bluff and Agate Fossil Beds, which is

located about one hour north of Scotts Bluff.

These existing and new positions are unfilled

Students from Gering
High School lend a
helping hand collect-
ing trash in the monu-
ment during the
annual service day.
Volunteers are integral
to resource protection
as a consistent lack of
funding and staff
limits what can be
accomplished by staff
alone. 
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due to a lack of funding. Currently the monu-

ment does not have any staff that focus solely

on cultural resource protection, and only one

staff member who specializes in natural

resources. The monument’s natural resource

management specialist has just recently taken

on cultural resources management duties and

can do so only when time permits. 

Scotts Bluff receives assistance from cultural

resource staff employed by the Park Service’s

Midwest Regional Office, as well as from curato-

rial, cultural, and paleontological staff from

Badlands National Park in South Dakota. A

professor from Chadron State College in

Chadron, Nebraska, provides additional pale-

ontological support. 

Natural resource projects that cannot be

completed on account of limited staff include

fieldwork to restore native mixed-grass prairie,

invasive non-native plant management, paleon-

tological research, research on the historical role

of fire, and species inventories. 

PLANNING—MANAGEMENT DOCUMENTS
AND PLANS NEEDED
Scotts Bluff’s general management plan dates

from 1998 and staff consider it to be out-of-

date, partly because the Park Service has

changed the standards of what needs to be

included within the plan. An updated general

management plan that includes these changes

and addresses defining the monument’s bound-

aries and the trespassing and resource damage

issues within the badlands would help staff to

better manage the resources. Additional needed

planning documents include a visitor center

remodeling study, black-tailed prairie dog

management plan, historic resource study,

historic vegetation study, integrated pest

management plan, boundary survey, an ethno-

graphic overview and assessment, and some

form of guidance for the treatment of the

Oregon Trail. The reports remain undone due to

a lack of funding and staff time. 

The monument completed a long-range

interpretive plan in 2008 and is currently

writing a paleontological resources manage-

ment plan.

RESOURCE EDUCATION—STAFFING
SHORTAGE MEANS FEWER
INTERPRETIVE PROGRAMS 
Scotts Bluff National Monument interprets a

number of topics for visitors, including

American Indian trade routes that pre-date Euro-

American settlement, the American Indian way

of life during the 1800s, alteration of the area’s

natural resources during westward migration,

the life and artwork of William Henry Jackson,

and the Civilian Conservation Corps era. 

During the summer, living history programs

are staged that allow visitors to witness and

participate in re-enactments of historical activi-

ties that took place in the area. In 2007, monu-

ment staff provided 854 interpretive programs,

which reached 55,295 people, both on- and off-

site. This number of programs represents a

decrease over the past 17 years—99,896

Scotts Bluff National
Monument staff inter-
pret resources for
visitors. The number
of visitors reached
through interpretive
programs has
decreased over the
past 17 years as a
lack of funding and
staff prevents the
monument from
maintaining the level
of programs previ-
ously offered.   
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peopled were reached in 1990; 66,165 in 2002;

and 58,267 in 2006—and is attributable to

fewer staff presenting fewer programs. 

Scotts Bluff National Monument’s interpre-

tive staff consists of one permanent park guide

and seven seasonal interpretive staff. Park

managers feel the monument needs an addi-

tional full-time interpretive specialist to coordi-

nate interpretive programs, ensure that

programs meet school districts’ curriculum

requirements, and design winter interpretive

programs that are offered on occasion.     

EXTERNAL SUPPORT—PARK HAS
STRONG TIES TO THE LOCAL
COMMUNITY
Faced with significant funding and staffing

shortfalls, Scotts Bluff National Monument

relies on partners and volunteers to bridge the

gap between what is needed and what the

monument can afford. Although Scotts Bluff

National Monument is isolated from large

population centers, the local communities are

supportive of the monument, provide a signifi-

cant number of volunteers, and are a great asset

to the successful management of the monu-

ment. In fiscal year 2007, 84 volunteers

contributed 864 hours of service, helping with

maintenance (e.g., grounds, janitorial, and trail

work), resource management (e.g., dumpsite

removal and prairie restoration), and interpreta-

tion duties (e.g., providing programs to visitors). 

Scotts Bluff National Monument has a

friends group—the Friends of the Bluff—

which was organized in November 2007. They

have been actively working with Scotts Bluff’s

staff to map new trail possibilities and are

working toward improving the visitor center,

protecting the monument’s fossils, and chang-

ing the monument’s designation to a national

historical park.

WHAT YOU CAN DO TO HELP:

• Support or become a member of a group helping to protect
the park, such as Friends of the Bluff (for information, please
contact Scotts Bluff National Monument: www.nps.gov/scbl) or
NPCA (www.npca.org/support_npca). 

• Participate in park planning efforts. The public is invited to
provide input on all park plans and studies. Check
www.nps.gov/scbl for information on current planning work.  

• Volunteer. Many parks are looking for dedicated people who
can lend a helping hand. To learn about opportunities at Scotts
Bluff National Monument, contact the monument at
308.436.9700.

• Become an NPCA activist and learn about legislative initiatives
affecting parks. When you join our activist network, you will
receive Park Lines, a monthly electronic newsletter with the
latest park news and ways you can help. Join by visiting
www.npca.org/takeaction.

Volunteers from the communities surrounding the monument assist
staff in protecting resources. Pictured here is a volunteer removing
graffiti along one of the monument’s trails.   
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APPENDIX: METHODOLOGY

For this report, researchers collected data

and prepared technical documents that

summarized the results. The technical docu-

ments were used to construct this report,

which was reviewed by staff at Scotts Bluff

National Monument prior to publication. 

NPCA’s Center for State of the Parks repre-

sents the first time that such assessments have

been undertaken for units of the National Park

System. Comments on the program’s methods

are welcome.

To determine the condition of known natural

and cultural resources at Scotts Bluff National

Monument and other national parks, the

National Parks Conservation Association

developed a resource assessment and ratings

process. The assessment methodology can be

found online at NPCA’s Center for State of the

Parks website: www.npca.org/stateoftheparks. 

Researchers gather available information

from a variety of research, monitoring, and

background sources in a number of critical

categories. The natural resources rating reflects

the assessment of more than 120 discrete

elements associated with environmental

quality, biotic health, and ecosystem integrity.

Environmental quality and biotic health meas-

ures address air, water, soil, and climatic

change conditions, as well as their influences

and human-related influences on plants and

animals. Ecosystems measures address the

extent, species composition, and interrelation-

ships of organisms with each other and the

physical environment. 

The scores for cultural resources are deter-

mined based on the results of indicator ques-

tions that reflect the National Park Service’s

own Cultural Resource Management Guideline

and other Park Service resource management

policies. 

Stewardship capacity refers to the Park

Service’s ability to protect park resources and

includes discussion of funding and staffing

levels, park planning documents, resource

education, and external support. 

Some of the views that are preserved at Scotts
Bluff National Monument are nearly identical to
the scenes that 19th-century migrants took in on
their travels through the western United States. 
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Adams National Historical Park (MA)
Andersonville National Historic Site (GA)
Andrew Johnson National Historic Site (TN)
Apostle Islands National Lakeshore (WI)
Appomattox Court House National Historical Park (VA)
Assateague Island National Seashore (MD, VA)
Big Bend National Park (TX)
Big Hole National Battlefield (MT)
Big Thicket National Preserve (TX)
Biscayne National Park (FL)
Bryce Canyon National Park (UT)
Cabrillo National Monument (CA)
Canyonlands National Park (UT)
Catoctin Mountain Park (MD)
Channel Islands National Park (CA)
Charles Pinckney National Historic Site (SC) 
Chesapeake and Ohio Canal National Historical Park

(DC/MD/WV) 
Chickamauga and Chattanooga National Military Park

(TN/GA)
Cumberland Island National Seashore (GA)
Death Valley National Park (CA)
Denali National Park and Preserve (AK)
Fort Donelson National Battlefield (TN)
Fort Laramie National Historic Site (WY)
Fort Necessity National Battlefield (PA)
Fort Pulaski National Monument (GA)
Fort Sumter National Monument (SC)
Fort Union Trading Post National Historic Site (ND)
Frederick Douglass National Historic Site (DC)
Gateway National Recreation Area (NY)
Glacier Bay National Park and Preserve (AK)
Great Basin National Park (NV)
Great Smoky Mountains National Park (TN/NC)
Harpers Ferry National Historical Park (WV)
Hawai'i Volcanoes National Park
Hopewell Furnace National Historic Site (PA)
Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore (IN)

OTHER REPORTS AVAILABLE

Isle Royale National Park (MI)
Joshua Tree National Park (CA)
Keweenaw National Historical Park (MI)
Knife River Indian Villages National Historic Site (ND)
Lake Clark National Park and Preserve (AK)
Lewis and Clark National Historical Park (OR)
Lewis and Clark National Historic Trail (various)
Little Bighorn Battlefield National Monument (MT)
Longfellow National Historic Site (MA)
Missouri National Recreational River (NE)
Mojave National Preserve (CA)
Nez Perce National Historical Park (WA, ID, MT, OR)
Olympic National Park (WA)
Pea Ridge National Military Park (AR) 
Pictured Rocks National Lakeshore (MI)
Point Reyes National Seashore (CA)
Redwood National and State Parks (CA)
Rocky Mountain National Park (CO)
Saint-Gaudens National Historic Site (NH)
San Antonio Missions National Historical Park (TX)
San Juan Island National Historical Park (WA)
Santa Monica Mountains National Recreation Area (CA)
Shenandoah National Park (VA)
Shiloh National Military Park (TN/MS)
Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore (MI)
Stones River National Battlefield (TN)
Vicksburg National Military Park (MS)
Virgin Islands National Park
Virgin Islands Coral Reef National Monument
Waterton-Glacier International Peace Park 

(MT-Alberta)
Wilson’s Creek National Battlefield (MO) 
Zion National Park (UT)

Please visit www.npca.org/stateoftheparks/ to view
these reports and to learn more about the Center for
State of the Parks®.
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