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Policy and Purpose
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USNPS Policy on Visitor Use Reporting

Required by Executive Order and Other US Laws

❑Statistically valid

❑Reliable – similar results under similar conditions
❑Uniform – same units of measure
❑Consistent and Comparable – enables comparison

❑Technically Feasible – measure what we can
❑Operationally Practical – within resources available

Definitions are 
FUNDAMENTAL to a 
successful Visitor Use 
Reporting system



Why Report Visitor Use?

Concessions, reservations, 
and fees management

Accident & incident reporting, risk 
management, transportation safety, 

congestion management

Seasonal operations 
decisions – Visitor 
Centers, lodging, 
entire parks

Estimating economic 
impacts of park 

visitation

Estimates of 
diminished visitor 

experience or 
restricted visitor use 
when a park facility 

or resource is 
damaged

Estimating size of park 
facilities - Restrooms, 

Visitor Centers, parking 
lots, roads, trails…



External Uses for Visitor Use Statistics

State and local tourism bureaus

Community planning

Transportation / shuttle services

Lodging

Food, goods & services

Public safety / emergency services



Program Overview
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Which parks report?  What is reported?

Official visitor use statistics are estimated only for

areas administered by the National Park Service

Visits
Visitor 

Hours

Overnight 

Stays

Attempting to estimate a census every month



USNPS Visitor Use Definitions

A Recreation Visit is the entry of a person onto lands or waters 
administered by the NPS for recreational purposes

Only one entrance per day is counted (different than UNESCO ‘visit’)

A Non-Recreation Visit is the entry of a person onto lands or waters 
administered by the NPS for other than recreational use

Visits by NPS personnel and visits for park business are NOT reported 
as visitor use



USNPS Visitor Use Definitions

A Visitor Hour is the presence of one or more 
persons for continuous, intermittent, or 
simultaneous periods aggregating 60 minutes 

A Visitor Day is 12 Visitor Hours



USNPS Visitor Use Definitions

Overnight Stay – an overnight stay is one person
in a park for one night

3 people staying for 2 nights = 6 overnight stays



Program Responsibilities

• Collaborate with parks to design data collection system

• Oversight and Guidance

• Updates, technical support, quality control
National

• Coordinate with national program on policy and 
priorities

• Encourage and ensure timely reporting by parks
Regional

• Collect data and enter by 15th of the month

• Collaborate with national program on design & 
updates

• Purchase and maintain data collection equipment

Parks



Manual Counts

Automated Counts

Reservation Systems

NPS Traffic Data

Partners

Fees / Tickets

Commercial 
Operators

Park Managers NPS Budget / 
Business Mgmt

Gateway 
Communities

Communications–
Media

General Public

NPS Risk 
Management

Researchers

Tourism Offices

Business Owners

Other Federal 
Agencies

Internal

External

Economic 
Assessments

Visitor Impacts

Data Flow



Successful Visitor Use Estimation Systems

Estimates are 
consistent

with system 
definitions

Sources 
provide 

counts in a 
timely
fashion

Methods, 
infrastructure 

and equipment 
can be 

maintained by 
the park over 
the long term

Park 
leadership
understand 
‘where the 

numbers come 
from’

Park staff
understand

importance of 
collecting and 

reporting visitor 
use



Approach for Estimating 
Visitor Use
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Brief Outline of Approach

Identify Park Typology(s)

Identify counting and estimation methods

Identify tools and technologies

Visitor Use Estimation System



Park Typologies

Describes the “Operating Environment”
• How do visitors access the park?

Stylized, simplified categories
• Channelized Access – Access park through a portal
• Porous Boundary Access
• Landscape-Scale Boundary Access

More than one typology may apply to a park

Good starting point
• Eliminate infeasible methods
• Focus on relevant methods



Typology Flowchart

Do all visitors access your park 

exclusively through physical or 

administrative channels?

Does your park have landscape 

scale boundaries?

Your park is a Landscape-

Scale Boundary Park
Your park is a Porous 

Boundary Park

Your park is a Channelized 

Access Park Yes No

Yes No



Methods

Direct Counts Proxy Counts

Statistical 

Estimates

Fixed Estimates

KEY: Count 
INDIVIDUAL 

Visits

KEY: Count 
something 
other than 
individuals

KEY:  Must 
have a 

statistical 
relationship

KEY: Estimate 
does not vary 

with use



Tools and Technologies



San Juan National Historic Site

Channelized Access

Some areas have 
direct counts

Porous Access

One area has 
statistical estimate of 
visits



Crater Lake National Park

Channelized Access
Estimate visits from 
vehicle counts at 
entrances

Direct count of skiers 
and snowmobilers



Applications
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San Juan NHS – Closure and Recovery

Late September 2017 
– Hurricane Maria hit 
Puerto Rico

2020 – beginning 
of COVID 
restrictions

RECOVERY

RECOVERY



Crater Lake NP – COVID 2020

Park facilities 
closed for COVID 
precautions 
March 25-June 7 
2020

Late summer 
surge of visitors 
August 2020 –
highest month 
ever



Crater Lake NP – Wildfire Smoke

Good visibility / 
good air quality 
August 2020

Poor visibility / 
poor air quality 
August 2021



Application:  Modeling Change in Visits with 
Increasing Temperatures – Arches National Park



Application:  Using Mobile Device Data to Understand 
Visitor Patterns – Redwood National Park

Redwood NP 
(2022 / 23)

“What proportion of 

visitors to each 

subdistrict are 

counted on a 

permanent counter?”



Online Resources

Visitor Use Statistics Data and Park 
Procedures:  irma.nps.gov/stats

Visitor Use Statistics Program 
Information and Definitions:  
www.nps.gov/subjects/socialscience/
visitor-use-statistics.htm

Contact:  pamela_ziesler@nps.gov



Questions and Discussion

Thank you 


