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Abstract

This report summarizes a qualitative study of the influence of transportation systems on
visitors’ experiences in the Yosemite Valley of Yosemite National Park, California. On-site
interviews were conducted during summer (n = 100) and fall (n = 60). The vast majority of
visitors said natural landscape elements, such as waterfalls, valleys, and mountains contributed to
their most significant experiences. Just a few visitors specifically mentioned cultural landscape
elements or social interaction. Several positive influences of transportation mode on significant
experiences were identified, including an enhanced sense of personal freedom to explore and
connect with park resources, and unique opportunities for access to the park, and opportunities
for learning. Positive influences were noted across different transportation modes. Qualitative
analysis also revealed that visitors perceived that traditional transportation provides convenience,
freedom, and access whereas alternative transportation was as seen as convenient, allowed
visitors to slow down and connect with the park, and was valued for its environmental benefits.
Visitors’ who favored a policy focusing on alternative transportation supported their positions by
environmental conservation values. Those with greater experience appeared to be more
supportive of alternative transportation, perceived freedom was an important element of visitor
experience that the transportation system may impact, and perceptions toward alternative
transportation appear to be moderated by whether it is optional or required, with required
services garnering less support. Future research is recommended to test hypotheses generated in
this exploratory study. For alternative transportation to be successfully implemented in national
parks, the expectations of visitors and managers may need to be realigned. One limitation of this
study is that the findings cannot be interpreted to represent all Yosemite Valley visitors, or even

those visiting during the sample periods. Rather, the findings represent the range of perspectives
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that are present among Yosemite Valley visitors, but not necessarily in the proportions found in
our study. Additional research using a probability sampling approach is necessary to establish

the proportions with a quantifiable degree of sampling error at a known level of confidence.

Summary of Cooperative Agreement

Visitor Experience and Transportation Systems in Yosemite National Park Final
Technical Report presents findings from a cooperative social science research study conducted to
inform visitor experience and resource protection and transportation planning and management
Yosemite National Park, California (YOSE). The objective of this study was to understand how
visitors experience and evaluate transportation systems in YOSE. National Park Service (NPS)
officials cooperated with researchers from the Arizona State University (ASU) School of
Community Resources and Development (CRD) in the College of Public Programs (COPP). The
cooperative agreement between ASU and NPS was facilitated by the Colorado Plateau
Cooperative Ecosystems Studies Unit (Cooperative Agreement # H1200-04-0002, Task
Agreement #J881351010, Project # ASU-17). The research protocol was approved by the ASU
Office of Research Compliance, Institutional Review Board (IRB Protocol #0507000035). The
research methods and instruments were reviewed and approved by the NPS Social Science
Program and the federal Office of Management and Budget (OMB Approval #1024-0224 [NPS
#05-062], Expiration Date: 04/30/2006). A Scientific Research and Collecting Permit was
approved by Yosemite National Park on August 5, 2005 (Study YOSE #00204; Permit YOSE-

2005-SCI-0069).
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Introduction and Literature Review

Transportation systems in National Parks affect the quality of both visitor experiences
and environmental resources, and thus transportation is an important consideration for the
National Park Service (NPS) as the agency implements its core mission. The relationship
between transportation systems and desired visitor experience and resource conditions is a
concern in many of the nation’s most prominent national parks, including Zion, Denali,
Yellowstone, Grand Canyon, Great Smoky Mountains, Acadia, and Yosemite. It is increasingly
accepted that transportation systems in many parks are at or beyond capacity and that future
demand must be met through more efficient management of existing systems and through
alternative transportation. Although park visitor studies sometimes evaluate visitors’ overall
satisfaction with transportation, very little research has investigated how transportation systems
influence the dimensions of visitors’ experiences in national parks. Such research is important
not only to improve social scientific understanding of human-environment interactions, but also
for developing transportation policies that simultaneously promote meaningful visitor
experiences and protect park resources.

The purpose of this report is present research exploring the nature and diversity of
meaningful and significant visitor experiences in Yosemite, and specifically to investigate how
visitors’ experiences may be influenced by transportation modes. In this paper, we use
qualitative techniques to analyze verbatim transcripts of 160 semi-structured interviews
conducted in summer and fall of 2005 in seven locations in Yosemite Valley. Our findings
suggest that natural landscape features such as waterfalls, valleys, and mountains were important
determinants of visitor experience in Yosemite Valley, whereas cultural landscape features and

social interaction were less influential by comparison. Most visitors’ significant experiences of
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the natural landscape and cultural landscapes as well as their learning experiences occurred while
traveling on foot, although other experiences such as viewing granite features and mountains
were more strongly associated with other travel modes. Travel mode appears to have few
negative impacts on visitors’ significant experiences and travel mode can meaningfully enhance
appreciation of the landscape, especially by providing an enhanced sense of freedom, perception

of unique access to the park resources and opportunities for learning.

Visitor Experiences in National Parks and Protected Areas

Our study follows a body of research on human-environment interactions in national
parks and other protected natural areas, in line with others who have explored significant
experiences arising through interaction among people and the natural, social, and cultural
elements in such landscapes (e.g., Arnould & Price, 1993; Borrie & Roggenbuck, 2001; Brody et
al., 2002; Chapman, 2003; Chhetri et al., 2004; Davenport & Borrie, 2005; Fredrickson &
Anderson, 1999; Higham & Carr, 2003; Patterson et al., 1998). These studies have demonstrated
that human experiences in parks are multidimensional, multi-sensory, multi-phasic, and socially
constructed. Forty years ago Clawson & Knetsch (1966) described the multiple phases of
outdoor recreation experience, which begins prior to arrival as people anticipate the experience,
and continues through the on-site experience until well after the trip is over. More recently
researchers have described how people construct and interpret the meaning of their experiences
through memories, journals, photographs, and storytelling (Borrie & Roggenbuck, 2001;
Mclntyre & Roggenbuck, 1998; Patterson et al., 1998).

The human experience of National Parks and similar landscapes involves cognitive
appraisals of the degree to which the landscape meets expectations in fulfilling psychological

needs (Mannell & Isoahola, 1987) as well as affective responses such as emotion and mood
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(Hull, 1990; Hull & Stewart, 1995). Satisfying experiences have been conceptualized as those in
which visitors’ expectations about qualities of the natural and cultural landscape were met or
exceeded and/or as experiences that result in positive emotional states. Hull and Stewart (1995)
developed an operational definition for experiences in natural settings that included the
encountered landscape (e.g., scenic views, people, objects), sequence of events, and emotions,
feelings, and thoughts. Among their key conclusions was that the subjective quality of landscape
experience was multidimensional; that is, although mood, satisfaction, and perception of scenic
beauty did covary, the measures were sometimes independent, suggesting that perhaps several
dimensions of affect impact experience. More recently, Chhetri et al. (2004) studied hiking in an
Australian National Park to identify the underlying dimensions that influence visitors’
experiences when they are visiting natural landscapes, including subjective meanings, moods,
emotions, and feelings. Similar to Hull & Stewart, Chhetri et al. claimed that experiences are
multidimensional and multi-sensory, and reinforced the idea that experiences are influenced by
preferences, values, beliefs, and attitudes of a visitor as well as the encountered landscape.
Chbhetri et al. used multidimensional scaling to identify two dimensions of experience: a
negative-positive bipolar spectrum that varied across landscapes and an intrinsic-extrinsic
dimension anchored at one end by feelings of enclosing, isolating, stimulating, and motivating
(intrinsic) and at the other end by feelings of crowding, frustrating, attracting, exciting, pleasing,
and boring (extrinsic). Principal components analysis was used to identify four experiential
components, labeled desirable experience, impelling experience, apprehensive experience, and
social interaction experience. Other researchers have studied unique experiences that are
particularly intense, satisfying, or emotional; Arnould and Price (1993) studied “extraordinary

experience” among river rafters in Grand Canyon National Park and Williams & Harvey (2001)
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examined transcendent experiences in forest environments. A key finding from these studies is
that visitors’ experiences in national park landscapes involve their thoughts, emotions, and
behaviors, occurring in the context of a specific natural and cultural environment, are shaped the
people around them, and some of these experiences are particularly special or intense.

The research on human-environment interactions in national parks has identified several
salient influences on the experience. In this study, we focus on natural landscape elements,
cultural landscape elements, and social interaction as determinants of visitor experience, and
investigate travel mode as a possible influential factor in affecting the relationship between the
visitor and his or her interpretation of the meaning of these landscape encounters. Each of the
components — natural elements, cultural elements, and social interaction — affects visitors
thoughts and feelings, and is interpreted based on their prior experiences and in the context of
society’s prevailing ideas about what a “national park visit” entails.

Elements of the natural landscape. Features of the natural landscape especially are
important determinants of visitor experiences in national parks, inspiring appreciation of scenic
beauty, learning, positive affect, cognitive restoration, and spiritual development. In their study
of hiking experiences in a natural setting, Hull & Stewart (1995) used participant photography
and experience sampling methods, and found that hiker satisfaction and mood were partially
explained by the natural landscape views that hikers encountered. Hikers rated views of water,
mountains, and valleys as especially scenic and satisfying; ephemeral and novel landscape
features such as snow, flowers, and wildlife attracted a disproportionate amount of hikers’
attention in relation to the proportion of such features in the landscape. Viewing wildlife in a
natural landscape can also be significant and meaningful for people. In a study of wildlife

encounters in Elk Island National Park, Chapman (2003) found that close contact, a sense of
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intimacy, and eye contact were important to visitors and that elements of surprise and novelty
were central in creating a memorable wildlife experience. In addition to viewing landscape
features and wildlife, other sensory experiences such as sounds are important to appreciation of
park landscapes. Those sounds perceived as unnatural or inappropriate for the setting can
negatively impact nature appreciation. Mace, Bell, & Loomis (1999) found that aircraft noise
interfered with visitor experience and negatively affected perceptions of the aesthetic landscape
quality at Grand Canyon National Park.

Elements of natural landscapes can facilitate learning experiences. Brody, et al. (2002)
adapted a model of museum learning (Falk & Dierking, 2000) that emphasizes the role of
personal, socio-cultural and the physical contexts to study how visitors’ understandings, values,
and beliefs were affected by their experiences at Midway Geyser Basin in Yellowstone National
Park. Brody et al. interviewed 191 people before and after an interpretive program and found
that visitors’ prior knowledge served as a cognitive anchor on which new information was built
and previous experiences served as a cognitive bridge to incorporate new meanings. Noting the
importance of the physical landscape features to the experience, Brody et al. concluded,
“Midway Geyser Basin is an incredibly powerful physical context for people to learn about these
unique environments and associated life forms” (p. 1136, emphasis in original).

Furthermore, natural landscapes facilitate cognitive restoration (Hartig et al., 1991;
Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989) and can be a source of spiritual inspiration and development
(Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999; White & Hendee, 1999). Given the effects discussed above, it
is not surprising that natural landscapes have been linked to extraordinary experiences by
Arnould and Price (1993), who identified “communion with nature” as an important dimension

of visitor experience in a study of river rafting. Almost half of the respondents in their study
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reported appreciating the natural environment as the most significant experience on their river
trip. The authors reported a strong correlation (.61) between a six-item “harmony with nature”
scale and a six-item overall trip satisfaction scale. Qualitative analysis of post-trip comments in
the Arnould & Price study revealed further the importance of immersion in a unique and scenic
environment.

Elements of the cultural landscape. National park landscapes preserve cultural features
as well as natural, and such elements are important influences on visitor experiences. Cultural
elements have received somewhat less attention than natural elements in the recreation literature,
although this dimension is more central in cultural geography and landscape studies (e.g., Colten
& Dilsaver, 2005; Conzen, 1990; Groth, 1997; Jackson, 1980; Lewis, 1979; Sauer, 1963;
Wyckoff & Dilsaver, 1995). Cronon (2003) has written about the role of cultural features in
influencing human experience in nature; in his essay on the Apostle Islands in Minnesota,
Cronon argues convincingly that “natural and cultural resources are equally important to any full
understanding of place” (p. 38). Sears (1989) argues that transforming the “raw material of
nature” into a “cultural commodity” in national parks and developing scenic vistas and nearby
areas for recreation and visitor use fortified the need for national icons readily present in the
scenery of western parks such as Yellowstone and Yosemite (p. 123). Other authors have
emphasized the conflict between scientific values of nature and aesthetic and recreational ideals
(Pritchard, 1999; Rolston, 2003; Vale & Vale, 1989). Many geographers and landscape
researchers argue for the importance of understanding cultural landscape elements and the effects
of such layouts on the visitor experience (Dorst, 1999; Melnick, 2000; Rothman, 1998; Smith,

2004).
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In the recreation literature, Goldman et al. (2001) focused on cultural landscapes in a
study of the meanings that visitors attach to National Capital Memorial sites in Washington, DC.
They noted that visitors’ experiences and emotions were influenced by sensation and tangible
cultural artifacts, “Physically being present in a significant place, moving through the site,
viewing it from different angles, and immersing oneself in the richness of sensory experience
added to visitor enjoyment” (p. 15). Visitors to the National Capital considered the sites as “a
holy ground, a sacred place” (p. 12) that engendered deep emotional responses.

Social interactions. Several researchers have discussed the role of positive social
interactions to significant and meaningful visitor experiences in national parks and natural areas
(Arnould & Price, 1993; Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999; Jonas et al., 2003; White & Hendee,
1999). Arnould & Price (1993) described a sense of community among friends, family,
strangers, and guides on river trips, labeled “communitas,” which was an essential influence on
extraordinary experience. Using ethnographic methods, Jonas et al. showed how social
interaction was key in providing audiences for the creation of river runner identities on the
Colorado River in Grand Canyon National Park. Countering the common assumption that
encounters always have a negative impact on experience quality, Jonas et al. stated: “Without
encounters, the reaffirmation from audiences and shared interpretations of the meanings of
behavior would not be shaped by socially constructed images of a river adventurer” (p. 423). In
a study that examined the relationship between natural landscapes and human experiences among
participants in facilitated wilderness experience programs in forest wildernesses, White &
Hendee (1999) found the experience was pervaded by social interaction leading to an enhanced

development of community among participants and guides; quantitative and qualitative evidence

12

ASU School of Community Resources & Development



YOSE Transportation and Visitor Experience Final Technical Report

supported the notion that group immersion in a remote natural landscape was essential to the
social experience.

Taken together, this line of research suggests that people perceive natural and cultural
landscape elements during recreation engagements and construct experiences through cognitions
and emotions in the context of their immediate perception as well as their prior experiences,
knowledge, values and attitudes, and relevant social group. In the current study, we focus on
visitors’ experiences of the natural and cultural landscape and social interactions in the Yosemite
Valley portion of Yosemite National Park. Our original contribution to this literature is to
explore how transportation — as means of traveling through these landscapes and structuring
social interactions — might influence visitors’ experiences. That is, we hope to understand how
the experience of traveling though Yosemite Valley is shaped by the different transportation
modes (e.g., park shuttle, private vehicle, foot, bicycle, etc.). For instance, does transportation
mode positively or negatively impact the visitor’s appreciation of the natural or cultural
landscape; does the method of travel have any impact on the quality interactions with other
visitors; does transportation mode change the way visitors think, feel, and act in the Valley?

These are some of the questions addressed in this study.

Transportation and Visitor Experience in National Parks

This study is justified in that travel plays a significant role in the context of many national
park visits — both to and through the landscape — and thus the mode of transportation is a
potential influence on visitor experience, albeit one that has received very little attention from
researchers. In a study of the spatial configuration of travel patterns to and from Yellowstone
National Park, the most common travel pattern for park visitors (45%) was the full orbit (Mings

& McHugh, 1992). These visitors left home in one direction, visited Yellowstone as part of a
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larger experience of the American West, and returned home via a different route. Similarly,
many people who come to Yosemite are visiting the park as part of a larger trip around
California (Nelson & Tumlin, 2000). Thus many national park visitors arrive in the park in the
context of a much larger experience lasting days or weeks; a trip that may be significantly
intertwined with their transportation; imagine for example a small group of friends and family on
a road trip in their car or a group traveling on commercial tour bus.

This topic of study is justified in that travel plays a significant role in the context of many
national park visits — both to and through the landscape — and thus the mode of transportation is a
potential influence on visitor experience, albeit one that has received very little attention from
recreation researchers. In a study of the spatial configuration of travel patterns to and from
Yellowstone NP, the most common travel pattern for park visitors (45%) was “the full orbit”
(Mings & McHugh, 1992). That is, nearly half of all visitors left home in one direction, visited
Yellowstone as part of a larger experience of the American West, and returned home via a
different route. Similarly, many people who come to Yosemite are visiting the park as part of a
larger trip around California (Nelson & Tumlin, 2000). Thus many national park visitors arrive
in the context of a much larger experience lasting days or weeks; a trip that may be significantly
intertwined with their transportation.

In one of the few studies to focus on transportation as a dimension of visitor experience,
Davenport & Borrie (2005) interviewed winter visitors who traveled thorough Yellowstone via
snowmobile. They found that the visitors’ experiences included feelings of freedom,
remoteness, closeness and intimacy with nature, and connection to unique wildlife in a natural
habitat. The snowmobile was not understood as a means for challenge or adventure, but rather as

a mode of travel necessary to attain experiences that are, by and large, consistent with the park’s
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desired visitor experiences. This study illustrates that the relationship between transportation,
visitor experience, and park mission can not necessarily be intuitively understood and that
additional research documenting the relationship between transportation and visitor experience is

warranted.

Visitor Perspectives toward Transportation in National Parks

Several studies have examined visitor perspectives toward transportation issues in
national parks. Most of these studies have relied on attitude theory and employed survey
research methods to evaluate visitors’ responses to changes or proposed changes in
transportation management policy in specific parks. For instance, Harrison (1975) conducted an
attitude survey of Denali National Park visitors to evaluate response to the newly instituted
shuttle system. The study found that 84% approved of the new policy, 10% disapproved, and
6% were undecided. Although both car drivers and bus riders generally approved of the policy
the former group was less supportive. More recently, Miller and Wright (1999) conducted a
survey of visitor attitudes toward the transportation service in Denali. They found that visitors
felt that the bus system actually enhanced their satisfaction with their park experience by
providing “freedom to view the park instead of focusing on driving, driver courtesy, and wildlife
observations” (p. 19). In the Miller & Wright study, 76% of respondents agreed that “the
transportation service busses enhanced by visit to Denali National Park™ and only 10% agreed
that “busses and other vehicle traffic interfered with my enjoyment of wildlife.”

Dilworth (2003) drew on attitude theory, including the theory of planned behavior, to
examine visitor attitudes toward traditional transportation, ATS, and intelligent transportation
systems (ITS) in Sequoia-Kings Canyon National Park Golden Gate National Recreation Area.

Using data from self-administered mail surveys (n = 660, response rate = 62.6%), Dilworth
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examined the effect of antecedent variables such as park type (urban vs. rural), past experience,
level of current use of ATS and ITS, and perceptions of crowding, congestion and safety to
explain attitudes toward and intentions to use ATS and ITS applications in national parks. A
factor component including alternative transportation items (park and bike, mandatory shuttle in
park, public bus to park) received an overall mean appropriateness rating of 3.3 on a five-point
scale, significantly lower than the mean of 4.7 for the traditional transportation items. An
optional in-park shuttle was viewed as appropriate by 73% of respondents whereas an mandatory
shuttle received support from only 37%; Dilworth explained this finding as a function of visitors’
value for perceived freedom a fundamental aspect of leisure experience. Dilworth also found
that attitude toward appropriateness of ATS and prior experience with public transit in and out of
parks were significant predictors of at-park behavioral intentions to use ATS, and that park type
(urban vs. rural) was significant in predicting attitudes toward and intentions to use alternative
transportation: “Urban park visitors viewed alternative transportation a more appropriate than
rural park visitors, and also expressed a higher likelihood to use these tools” (Dilworth, p. 90).
Although not in the context of national parks, another relevant study was conducted by
Bamberg et al. (2003), which relied on the theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1991) to examine
the effect of an intervention in the form of a prepaid bus ticket on bus use among college
students. A questionnaire was used to assess the predictor constructs in the theory of planned
behavior (attitude, subjective norm, perceived behavioral control, and behavioral intention) as
well as a self-reported measure of actual behavior. The behavior in question was travel mode to
campus, with five modes assessed (bicycle, car, bus, train, and walking). The authors concluded:
“Attitudes, subjective norms, perceptions of behavioral control, and intentions with respect to

bus use became, on average, significantly more favorable, and reported bus ridership to the
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campus increased at the expense of car use” (p. 181). The theory of planned behavior proved
useful for predicting travel-mode choice and for assessing the efficacy of an intervention
designed to increase bus ridership. These findings from this study, along with the study by
Dilworth (2003) discussed earlier, demonstrate the potential utility of the theory of planned
behavior for understanding behavioral intentions and reported behaviors related to transportation.

Sims and others (2005) evaluated visitor acceptance of a proposed park shuttle system in
the Cave Codes area of Great Smoky Mountains National Park. At the time of the study, Great
Smoky Mountains, the most heavily visited national park in the country, was considering
implementing an alternative fuel bus system to alleviate traffic congestion in the most heavily
visited areas of the park. Sims and others discussed controversy that arose over the park shuttle
implementation among local residents; specifically, the authors noted that opponents of the
shuttle system feared losing the sense of personal freedom provided by accessing Cades Cove in
personal vehicles. Among the key findings in the study was that 75% of respondents supported a
free, mandatory shuttle system in Cave Codes, but support was significantly eroded to 51% if a
proposed fee was included.

Daigle and Zimmerman (2004) used on-site (z = 1,505) and mail back questionnaires (n
= 1,278) to study visitor use of ITS at Acadia National Park, Maine to assess the effect of ITS on
visitor behavior and experience. The study found that many visitors’ experiences were enhanced
by ITS components such as real-time parking information: 74% agreed that “the information
helped me to reduce tension and stress related to traveling;” 81% agreed that “using this source
of information in the future would be a pleasant experience;” and 85% agreed that real-time bus
departure information “relieved uncertainty about when the bus will get to my stop” (Daigle &

Zimmerman, p. 155). The authors concluded that enhanced ITS services appeared to influence
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visitors to leave their personal vehicles and utilize the park alternative transportation shuttle
system.

From the research on visitor perspectives toward transportation several issues seem to
warrant further investigation. A number of these studies highlight the importance of perceived
freedom to visitors’ experiences with transportation systems; some visitors’ perceptions of
freedom were enhanced by transportation system and others feared losing freedom if traditional
auto access was restricted. Visitors appear to prefer and value the option to use alternative
transportation but may be more resistant to mandatory programs limiting traditional access. Also
support for certain types of alternative transportation such as a park shuttle may be eroded if a
fee is charged. Research also shows that visitors’ intentions to use alternative transportation
appear to be affected by prior park experience and other past behaviors, such as prior usage of
alternative transportation. Also, there may be differences between visitors to parks near urban
settings compared with visitors to more remote parks. Although attitude studies clearly have
merit, one limitation of this approach is the inability to delve into visitors’ elaborations and
justifications underlying their attitudes. Interpretive studies such as this one are helpful to

explore the issues identified earlier in more depth.

Research Methods

Study Area and Population

Yosemite National Park preserves remarkable natural landscapes characterized by
unparalleled examples of granite rock features, waterfalls, glacial valleys, ancient giant trees, and
thousands of lakes in the central Sierra Nevada of California. The park also preserves cultural

history dating back thousands of years to the earliest inhabitants, people of southern Miwok and

18

ASU School of Community Resources & Development



YOSE Transportation and Visitor Experience Final Technical Report

Paiute Indian ancestry. Following exploration by trappers and American military in the 1830s —
1850s and the forcible removal of the Ahwahneechees, the scenic beauty of the Valley was
promoted by early boosters such as artist Thomas Ayers and writer James Mason Hutchings.

The first legal step in the establishment of Yosemite National Park came when President
Abraham Lincoln signed the so-called “Yosemite Park Act of 1864,” transferring authority of the
Yosemite Valley and the area around the Mariposa Grove of Giant Sequoias from the federal
government to the state of California as an inalienable public trust for purposes of public use,
resort, and recreation (Runte, 1990). The establishment of Yosemite National Park was realized
fully through the California Forest Reservation Act of 1890, the subsequent return of
management authority for the Valley and Mariposa grove to the federal government in 1906, and
the creation of the National Park Service in 1916.

A tension has existed between automobiles, roads, and park preservation since the advent
of auto tourism in the early twentieth century and the “See America First” campaign (Shaffer,
2001). Roads were built into the Valley in the 1870s and by 1913 the first cars were officially
permitted into the park. Reliable all-weather road access provided for increasing numbers of
automobiles and visitation grew dramatically throughout the early 1900s as Yosemite Valley
became a focal point for visitor services and park management. Colten and Dilsaver (2005) trace
the development of infrastructure for water, sewerage, and garbage services in Yosemite and the
effort by the Park Service to hide facilities from public view to preserve the romantic ideal of the
wilderness park landscape. Visitation to Yosemite increased dramatically during period from
1915 — 1930 and during the 1930s roads in the park were aggressively improved, widened, and
paved (Runte, 1990). Visitation reached one million in 1954, two million in 1976, and four

million by the mid-1990s. Frissell and others (1980) discussed the challenge of determining
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visitor capacity in the Valley and noted that “debates over how to strike a balance in Yosemite
have raged for many years” (p. 1 54). From the time of these comments to the present day, the
Park Service has implemented several rounds of planning and measures to reduce traffic
congestion, adjust traffic patterns, eliminate automobile travel in the East Valley, and institute
shuttle buses.

With an estimated 2004 visitation of 3.38 million, Yosemite is one of the most popular
parks in the U.S. Nearly 40% of the annual visitation occurs during the three month peak
summer use-season, when as many as 15,000 visitors a day arrive at Yosemite Valley. NPS
survey data (National Park Service, 2006) indicate that average group size is 4.6; one third of all
parties visit the park in groups of two, and about one fifth in groups of six or more.
Approximately half of respondents were between the ages of 30 and 60 and 14% were 15 or
younger, and 57% of all visitors reside in California. NPS estimates that 18% percent of all
visitors are foreign, with the majority of those being from northern Europe, especially England
and France. Hispanic visitors comprise 8% of the population; the vast majority of all
respondents (88%) identified are white and 10% are Asian. Data show that 55% of visitors have
received a bachelor’s degree or higher level of education.

To address concerns related in part to transportation infrastructure and associated visitor
experience impacts, and emboldened by more than $200 million in em