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PROJECT ABSTRACT:  

Statement of the Issue and Compelling Need
Lava caves are one of the main treasures of El Malpais National Monument (ELMA). Several factors can prevent visitors from experiencing the beauty and other-worldliness of these caves in person: 1) Rough terrain prevents people with disabilities or poor conditioning from reaching and entering the caves. 2) The sensitive and fragile nature of some caves dictates their restricted access to visitors. 3) A new bat fungal pathogen has resulted in ELMA closing the caves. 4) Seasonally impassible roads prevent access to the backcountry caves. To provide an alternative to in-person visitation, and to reach new audiences of park visitors, we propose to create virtual tours that not only showcase the resources, but engage visitors in an exploration of the scientific features of the caves. By incorporating a young filmmaker from the University of New Mexico into the project team, we will also design the programs to appeal to the youth audience. Virtual tours have been used effectively in other parks, such as Glacier and Acadia National Parks.
