‘#2

=t O =l AV =2 1D
FLAGSTAFF, AZ

Current Grand Canyon Resource Issues:
Briefing Paper Series

‘ BACKGROUND

What is natural quiet? As defined by the National Park
Service (NPS), natural quiet is the natural ambient sound
conditions found in an area, including "self-noise," such as
hiking boots, creaking packframes, and talking, provided by
the visitor himself. The creators of our national park system
never dreamed of the need to protect this resource. However,
in the case of Grand Canyon, natural quiet was expressly
identified by Congress as a resource of concern in the 1975
Grand Canyon National Park Enlargement Act. Since that
time, natural quiet has been regularly regarded as a valuable,
intrinsic resource equal to plants, animals, water, and air.
Today natural quiet is a concern in several parts of the park.
For example, rim visitors at overlooks are exposed to the
engine and tire sounds of thousands of automobiles. These
problems are restricted to the roads along the rims and are
addressed in the paper on visitor management. The greatest
impact to natural quiet in the remote backcountry sections
of the park is from overflying aircraft, particularly scenic air
tours.

The visual experience of the Grand Canyon has always been
popular; commercial air tours are not new. Air tours began
in the 1930s. It's not uncommon for commercial jets to
make lazy turns 30,000 feet above the park. But during the

1980s, scenic flights from Tusayan (just outside the southern
park boundary), Las Vegas, Nevada and other surrounding
towns rapidly increased. Because airspace over national parks
is administered by the FAA rather than the NPS, few restric-
tions existed. Planes and helicopters could fly over any por-
tion of the park, above and below the rim. In the mid-
1980s, helicopters were common visitors at Havasu Creek,
Deer Creek Falls, Thunder River, and a number of archeo-
logical sites deep within the canyon. The midair crash of two
tour aircraft over the Canyon in 1986 led to a strong call by
the public for restrictions on tour flights. The result was the
National Parks Overflights Act of 1987. Sponsored by
Senator John McCain of Arizona, the legislation promised to
"...provide for the substantial restoration of the natural quiet
and experience of the Park..." In 1988, the NPS drafted an
Aircraft Management Plan which banned flights below the
rims and created "flight-free" zones covering 44% of the
Park. New rules, known as SFAR 50-2, went into effect in
1988.

How WELL IS IT WORKING?

A 1994 NPS report documenting the effectiveness of the
rules concluded that a substantial restoration of natural quiet
has not been achieved for large segments of Grand Canyon,
that natural quiet is of significant value to visitors, and that a
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majority of visitors to the canyon would support specific
limitations on air tour overflights. According to the NPS,
substantial restoration of natural quiet will be achieved when
at least 5Opercent of the park area experiences natural quiet
75 to 100 percent of the time.

There have been great strides made in quieter helicopter and
fixed-wing aircraft but economic hurdles slow the adoption
of this technology. The air tour industry points out that
complaints have drastically decreased. However, natural quiet
advocates charge that the effect of current rules simply
exports impacts from the busy rim areas to the remote river
and backcountry sections of the canyon. They point out that
the NPS is charged with protecting the natural quiet
resource, not merely minimizing visitor complaints.

NPS report included recommendations for the following
changes in the overflight rules:
* closing the Dragon Corridor that overflies popular
Hermit Basin backcountry routes;
* enlarging the flight-free areas of the park to include

Marble Canyon;
* converting the entire Grand Canyon airspace to the least * properly defining the North Rim's elevation so that tour
noisy tour aircraft; aircraft flying above the rim" are actually flying above the
* establishing flight-free seasons or times of day; North Rim elevation.
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