
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

VISITOR CENTER INITIATIVE 
 

Evaluation, Analysis and Recommendations 
of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 
Visitor Center Program 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Prepared by: 
Visitor Center Initiative Committee 
10 October 2002 



 

  

Executive Summary 
 

On 20 May 2001 the Visitor Center Initiative Team (VCI) was tasked to identify issues 
confronting Corps visitor centers and develop recommendations to improve the program.  The 
process included conducting surveys, onsite visits, attending conferences, and various other data 
gathering activities.  In addition, the VCI Team began work developing a “state-of-the-art” audio 
video design concept that could be used at all visitor centers as an educational and entertaining 
interactive exhibit to communicate the Corps’ role in supporting the Army and improving the 
lives of American citizens. 
 
This report identifies 23 priority issues that are negatively impacting the visitor center program 
and makes corrective recommendations for HQUSACE consideration.  These recommendations 
are summarized and prioritized into 5 general categories:  funding, improving customer services, 
administration, regulations/policies, and interpretive messages. 
 

FUNDING:  Include visitor center maintenance and exhibit rehabilitation plans in OMPs and 
5-year work plans.  Develop visitor center standards and include them in the new Customer 
Service Standards to assure visitor center needs get equal budget consideration with 
recreational items.  Prepare plans and specifications in advance to allow capitalization of 
reprogrammed funds and place exhibit rehabilitation work in out-year budgets.  Establish fee 
demonstration visitor center at select projects and use the funds collected for on-site exhibit 
rehabilitation or replacement.  Community groups and other governmental entities 
partnerships should be established, where practicable, to generate funds for visitor center 
programs and facility maintenance. 
 
IMPROVING CUSTOMER SERVICES:  Conduct user surveys that provide a better 
understanding of visitor wants and needs.  The survey data would help decision makers and 
managers plan, design, construct and manage visitor facilities more effectively.  Current 
guidance should also be revised to allow off-project interpretive activities and facilities. 

 
ADMINISTRATION:  Develop job descriptions for visitor center staffs that clearly define 
disciplines, duties, and job requirements.  Review other agency interpretive and visitor center 
job descriptions and adopt them, if they are applicable, to the Corps needs.  Provide visitor 
center personnel opportunities to network and exchange information by establishing training, 
meetings, conferences, etc. and keeping the Visitor Center Gateway information current.  
Evaluate personnel, facility and exhibit needs at all visitor centers to determine staffing and 
funding needs.  Establish an advisory group (interpretive and visitor center experts) that 
provides assistance to projects on request.  Establish a standing committee and champion to 
implement the HQ approved recommendations in this report. 

 
REGULATIONS/POLICIES:  Investigate other agency partnering authorities and adopt those 
applicable to Corps needs.  Develop new policy guidance that allows true cost-shared 
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partnerships, minimizes legal reviews, establishes partnering support positions, creates “how-
to” partnering handbook and consolidates all visitor center guidance into a single regulation.  
The revised regulation should provide a single definition and standards for a visitor center.  A 
definite link should be made between visitor centers, the Corps’ Vision and the Strategic 
Communication Plan.  These recommendations are far reaching and will require constant 
interaction by a visitor center proponent; therefore, it is recommended that a HQ 
developmental assignment be considered to accomplish these objectives. 
 
MESSAGE:  Integrate the visitor center program into the Strategic Communication Plan to 
assure the “Corps Story” exhibit efficiently communicates the Corps’ Mission.  Exportable 
theme development training should be prepared for visitor center personnel.  All new and 
updated exhibits must include some interactive displays and universal accessibility and non-
English speaking visitor needs.  Clearly communicate the Army Corps of Engineers, project, 
community, and partner’s stories in all visitor centers. 
 

 
In addition to the Team’s evaluation of the visitor center program, the development of a “Corps 
Story” audiovisual program was initiated and is in the early stages of development.  The aim of 
this effort is to develop a universally adaptable audiovisual program for a wide variety of 
audiences that can be used in all visitor centers.  The program will tell the Corps’ role in 
improving the lives of Americans and supporting the Army. 
 
The Visitor Center Program’s backlogs of exhibit updates and facility repairs were major issues 
identified in the study.  To assess the general scope of these needs, a random sample survey of 
“A” and “B” centers was conducted at 16 facilities (5 Type A and 11 Type B centers).  The 
results indicate that an average of $1 million is needed for Type A and $519,000 for Type B 
centers to bring them into compliance with current guidance and to meet visitor needs. 
 
If Corps visitor centers are to serve as an integral part of its Strategic Communication Plan and 
effectively communicate the Corps’ mission a new visitor center definition and vision must be 
adopted.  Chapter V, Conclusions, contains recommended Vision and Mission Statements.  This 
Vision Statement recognizes the importance of visitor centers to the Corps and promotes 
community participation, educational interests and partners as fundamental parts of the program.  
Without the implementation of the major changes recommended within this report, the Corps 
will continue losing opportunities to proactively communicate its message and effectively serve 
the agency and public needs. 

  Executive Summary 



 

Table of Contents 
 
 
Chapter I - Introduction 
 
 Background.............................................................................................................................I-1 
 HQ Plan of Action ..................................................................................................................I-1 
 Visitor Center Initiative Steering Committee .........................................................................I-1 
 Visitor Center Initiative Team.................................................................................................I-1 
 Charter ....................................................................................................................................I-1 
 Purpose and Scope..................................................................................................................I-1 
 
Chapter II – Study Process 
 
 Discussion............................................................................................................................. II-1 
 Data Collection ..................................................................................................................... II-1 
  Visitor Center Manager Survey ...................................................................................... II-1 
  On-site Evaluation of Visitor Centers ............................................................................. II-2 
  National Association of Interpretation Conference – Corps Focus Group Meeting....... II-4 
  USDA Forest Service Visitor Center Conference ........................................................... II-4 
  Corps Accessibility Committee and other accessibility professionals............................ II-4 
  Partnering with Nonprofits Training for Corps............................................................... II-5 
  Research and Review Existing Visitor Center Regulations ............................................ II-6 
 
Chapter III – Develop a Corps Story Exhibit 
 
 Background.......................................................................................................................... III-1 
 Findings ............................................................................................................................... III-1 
 Research............................................................................................................................... III-1 
 Development of the Corps Story Exhibit............................................................................. III-1 
 
Chapter IV – Issues and Recommendations 
 
 Funding................................................................................................................................ IV-1 
 Improving Customer Service............................................................................................... IV-1 
 Administration ..................................................................................................................... IV-2 
 Regulation/Policy ................................................................................................................ IV-4 
 Message ............................................................................................................................... IV-6 
  
 
Chapter V – Conclusions 
 
 Redefining Visitor Centers for the 21st Century ................................................................... V-1 
 
 

i-1  Table of Contents 



 

Appendices 
 
 Appendix A........................................................................................................................... A-1 
  HQUSACE Strategy Paper 
 
 Appendix B........................................................................................................................... B-1 
  Visitor Center Initiative Kick-off Meeting Minutes 
 
 
 Appendix C........................................................................................................................... C-1 
  HQUSACE Letter Requesting Topics and Theme Ideas for the Corps Story 
 
 Appendix D........................................................................................................................... D-1 
  Visitor Center Manager Survey Report 
 
 Appendix E ............................................................................................................................E-1 
  Visitor Center On-site Evaluation Strategy and Questionnaire 
 
 Appendix F ............................................................................................................................F-1 
  National Association of Interpretation Conference, VCI Focus Group Meeting Minutes 
 
 Appendix G........................................................................................................................... G-1 
  Ensuring the Sustainable Future of Visitor Centers, Conference Minutes 
 
 Appendix H........................................................................................................................... H-1 
  National Park Service, Programmatic Accessibility Guidelines for Interpretive Media 
 
 Appendix I ..............................................................................................................................I-1 
  Association of Partners for Public Lands Conference, Meeting Minutes 
 
 Appendix J ............................................................................................................................. J-1 
  Issue Paper-Partnerships 
 
 Appendix K........................................................................................................................... K-1 
  Scope of Work for a Corps Story Interactive Video Exhibit 
 
 Appendix L ............................................................................................................................L-1 

Scope of Work for the Final Design and Production of the Corps Story Audiovisual 
Exhibit 
 

 Appendix M......................................................................................................................... M-1 
  Questions Submitted for OMB for Visitor Center Surveys 
 
 Appendix N........................................................................................................................... N-1 
  VCI Proposed Implementation Organizational Chart 
 

i-2  Table of Contents 



 

 
Chapter I 

Introduction 
 

I. Background:  The U. S. Army Corps of Engineers’ Vision Statement includes the term 
“revolutionizing effectiveness” as a goal.  Specifically this goal statement is:  “dramatic 
improvement in performance and customer satisfaction will be achieved through best business 
practices, bold process reengineering and innovative use of technology.”  The Visitor Center 
Program was targeted as one of the areas in which this goal could be applied. 

II. HQ Plan of Action:  Hans A. Van Winkle, Major General, USA, Deputy Commander for 
Civil Works, approved a CECW-ON strategy paper (Appendix A) for the Corps Visitor Center 
Initiative (VCI) on 27 September 2000 and issued a request for each Major Subordinate Command 
to nominate team members to serve on the task force.  This task force consisted of a Visitor Center 
Initiative Manager (VCIM) and a multidiscipline field team.  The VCI Charter proposed the 
initiative be accomplished in four phases: Phase I – research and data collection; Phase II – 
managing the VCI Team efforts; Phase III – present recommendations to the VCI Steering 
Committee; and Phase IV – implementation of approved recommendations.  The time allocated to 
this effort was approximately 18 months. 

III. Visitor Center Initiative Steering Committee:  A steering committee composed of 
HQUSACE staff from PAO, IM, CECW-ON, and CECW-B was established to provide oversight 
to the VCIM and the VCI Team.  A representative from CECW-ON, reporting through the chain of 
command to the Deputy Commander, chaired the steering committee. 

IV. Visitor Center Initiative Team:  The VCI Team was established and operated under the 
direction of the VCI Manager.  The manager assumed the role of project manager and had the 
latitude to select qualified contractors to support the VCI Team, as needed.  The VCI team 
members were selected for their expertise in interpretation, public affairs, information 
management, and budget and finance.  Each team member had demonstrated interpretive creativity 
and on the ground successes in related activities.  The team included district and field 
representatives.  The team members included two visitor center managers, two visitor center 
staffers and three district employees with extensive experience in a variety of visitor center 
program initiatives.  The VCI team members are: 

 
Steve Austin, Chair CECW-ON NRM Branch, Ranger Services 

Bruce Thornton, VCIM Mobile District Planning and Environmental 
Division  

Nancy Rogers San Francisco District District Interpretive Specialist 

Debra Stokes New Orleans District Outdoor Recreation Planner, 
Natural Resources 
Management 

Greg Miller Kansas City District Natural Resources Specialist 

Joe Bertolini Louisville District Park Manager, Caesar Creek 
Lake 
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James Pennaz Honolulu District Chief, Civil Works Technical 
Branch 

Matt Seavey Fort Worth District Park Ranger, Wright Patman 
Lake 

Mark Wade Savannah District Park Ranger, Richard B. 
Russell Lake 

 
IV. Charter:  At the time of this study there were over 300 visitor centers nationwide.  The 
VCI Team was tasked with identifying issues confronting Corps visitor centers and developing 
recommendations for HQUSACE/ASA approval and assisting CECW-ON in developing draft 
policy guidance for the Visitor Center Program.  In addition, the team was tasked to develop a 
“state-of-the-art” video design concept that can be utilized to create an educational and 
entertaining interactive video exhibit that communicates the Corps’ role in improving the lives of 
American citizens.   

The study was officially initiated on 16 May 2001 when the team and members of the Steering 
Committee met in HQ to discuss the study process and information requirements (Appendix B).  
Key topics discussed were: 
 

A. Resourcing for Visitor Center Program funds. 
 

B. Features of the “Corps Story”   
The need for a Corps Story to communicate the agency’s’ role in improving the lives of 
American citizens was identified.  Although this task is not directly related to the VCI, the 
Steering Committee and the VCI Team agreed that it is a critical element of the Visitor 
Center Program and should be addressed by the team.  An information call letter was 
distributed to the Natural Resources Management Offices on 05 April 2002 requesting 
topics and themes for inclusion in the Corps Story (Appendix C). 

 
C. Questions about: 

• What is the worth of the program to the agency? 
• Why should recommendations be implemented? 
• How does it support the Strategic Plan? 

 
D. Accessibility requirements. 

 
E. Soliciting input from other interpretive organizations for consideration in the VCI 

evaluation process. 
 

F. Current Visitor center guidance and revision recommendations. 
 

G. Combine VCI efforts with Interpretive Services and Outreach Program (ISOP). 
 
 
V. Purpose and Scope:  This report summarizes the study effort, incorporates and summarizes 
survey results, proposes regulation revisions, identifies problems and makes recommendations to 
HQUSACE for consideration. 
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Chapter II – Study Process 

 
I. Discussion:  The VCI Team used the HQ “Strategy Paper” as guidance in developing a 
process to study and evaluate issues associated with planning, designing, operating and managing 
visitor centers.  The team also sought, by contract, the assistance and advice of experts in the 
interpretive and visitor center fields. 
 
The following paragraphs summarize the efforts the team undertook to help identify and evaluate 
issues, options and recommendations for the Visitor Center Program. 
 
II. Data Collection 
 

A. Visitor Center Manager Survey 
 

The team conducted an extensive contract survey of visitor center managers during July-
August 2001 to assess the full extent of visitor center issues from an agency viewpoint.  
Ms. Wendy Meluch of Visitor Studies Services assisted in the development of this survey 
and analyzed and reported the survey results.  The intent of the survey was to: 

 
• Assess current condition of visitor center facilities, programs and operations. 
• Assess relevancy of current interpretive themes, media and presentations found 

throughout the visitor centers. 
• Determine level and extent of needed upgrades and remodeling at visitor centers. 
• Determine institutional or other barriers to improvement of the visitor center program. 
• Solicit field-level input on future management strategies for visitor centers. 

 
This survey was extremely beneficial in obtaining feedback from field level visitor center 
operators and managers as to where they felt the Visitor Center Program’s strengths and 
weaknesses were.  A copy of the report is provided at Appendix D.  Survey information of 
special importance is as follows: 
 

• Subject areas of interest to managers vs. visitors 
 

� Managers rank Corps story related subject areas more highly than visitors. 
� Managers responding on behalf of visitors, feel they are not interested in the Corps 
story topics. 
� Visitors and managers stress, under “other” subject areas, the importance of 
information about their locality: local history, events, activities, etc., not just the local 
Corps project. 
� Both managers and visitors value information that orients visitors to the site. 

 
• Exhibit renovation 

 
� Managers report a need for vast amounts of exhibit renovation or replacement 
� Main reasons for this need:  broken and/or obsolete exhibits and technology 
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� Exhibit development is a multi-year process that does not fit current budgeting 
process/funding cycles 

� A number of visitor centers do have exhibitry for children but it is largely not 
satisfactory  

� All exhibits should be visually exciting and tactile. 
� Most visitor centers describe poorly developed themes for their exhibits 
 

• Visitors profiles 
 

� Most common type of visitors is local (from schools or individuals/family groups). 
� Local visitors have little reason to make repeat visits when exhibits are unchanging. 
� Local groups have a need for public space on site. 
• Managers report that they review visitor input from all channels but frequently 

cannot implement changes due to limited resources — funds, time, staff and space. 
 

• Partnering 
 

� Considering how most visitor centers use/operate with outside partner agencies, it is 
particularly significant that public meeting spaces receive the lowest scores for facilities 
at participating visitor centers. 
� Partnering is made very difficult by cumbersome and outdated regulations and a 
lack of support from Office of Counsel, Contracting Division, Real Estate Division and 
other elements. 

 
• Role of Visitor Center's 

 
� 71 (75%) to educate the public about the Corps 
� 68 (72%) to support public education system 
� 66 (69%) a project-based center 
� 50 (53%) to serve as a local community-based center 

 
There is much dissatisfaction and resentment among managers that upper management does not 
value the professionalism of interpretive staff at visitor centers or the visitor center mission. 
 

• Field Survey Recommendations  
� The continued existence of the VCI Team will be very important to visitor center 

managers 
� The VCI Team is viewed as an advocate for the Visitor Center Program on all fronts: 

administrative, budgets, procurement, professional career track, etc. 
� Facilitate communication between visitor centers and with upper management 
� Organizational support, including peer review and expertise in interpretive planning, 

exhibit development and contracting 
 
B. On-site Evaluation of Visitor Centers 

 
From 12 - 17 August 2001 the VCI Team, Mr. John Veverka, John Veverka and Associates, and 
Mr. Rory Calhoun, Recreation Accessibility Specialist, state of Washington, visited several 
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Corps and non-Corps visitor centers in an effort to evaluate and observe various approaches to 
visitor center development and management.  Mr. Veverka facilitated and offered an outside 
perspective during the site visits.  Mr. Veverka also assisted in the development of a Visitor 
Center Evaluation Strategy and evaluation questionnaire (Appendix E) that the team used for 
each individual visitor center critique and summarized the evaluation process in report form. 

 
Centers visited and critiqued by the team were: 
 
� Bradford Island Visitor Center (at Bonneville Dam) – Corps 
� Bonneville Navigation Lock Visitor Center – Corps 
� Bonneville Powerhouse #2 – Corps 
� Johnston Ridge Visitor Center (Mt. St. Helen’s – USDA Forest Service (USFS) 
� Coldwater Ridge Visitor Center (Mt. St. Helen’s – USFS) 
� Lake Washington Ship Canal, Chittenden Locks – Corps 
� The Dallas Dam Visitor Center – Corps 
� Willamette Falls Locks – Corps 
� Charles Bingham Forest Learning Center – Weyerhaeuser Corporation 
� Columbia Gorge Discovery Center – USFS & Wasco County Historical Society 

 
Corps visitor center development varies greatly for a multitude of reasons.  The team found 
both strengths and weaknesses at the sites visited.  One of the more prevalent needs is the lack 
of internal support and funding.  Existing regulations are outdated and do not provide guidance 
for current needs such as partnerships.  Visitor center maintenance items are generally included 
in budget packages as routine recreation maintenance.  Routine items are reoccurring needs of 
less than $10,000.  Exhibit rehabilitation is usually submitted as a special item that competes 
with other items in the maintenance backlog.  As a result, many exhibits that were installed 
with CG funding many years ago do not work properly, and are out of date.  Unless this current 
funding process is changed visitor center needs will continue to be partially or totally unfunded.   

 
Strengths of the Corps facilities 

 
• Enthusiastic, skilled and dedicated staff 
• Good use of limited resources 
• Good programs offered 
• Most sites are intrinsically fascinating 
• Good relationships with local communities, which are seen as the bedrock of 

building a successful visitation level and profile 
 
Weaknesses of the visited Corps facilities 
 

• They lack a central and focused theme.  As a result, the visitor’s experience is often 
chaotic with an excess of messages. 
• They do not suffer from lack of partnering opportunities, however agency policy and 
legal barriers prohibit or limit implementation of partnering to contribute to funding, 
staffing and programming. 
• Exhibits are outdated, broken and other project priorities prevent funds from being 
used to renovate exhibits. 
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• They are not responsive to local visitor needs and level of interest even though 
locals are the predominant visitor group to use these facilities. 
• They are largely non-compliant with regard to universal access design standards. 
• They lack interactive, engaging exhibits that are appropriate for children. 
• There is often an over-reliance on text and two-dimensional exhibits. 
• There is a reasonable level of interactivity, but much of this is very basic in nature, 
such as quiz flaps.  Many exhibits possess an unexciting and somewhat out-dated 'look' 
(even for the most recent exhibits). 
• They are sometimes located in out-of-the-way places and have poor directional 
signage. 
• They generally have an unwelcoming feel to buildings and/or building entrances. 
• The staff is limited in numbers. 
• A limited staff is preoccupied with maintenance of exhibits/exhibit areas. 
Consequently, they avoid or dislike any exhibits that require frequent maintenance. 
• Limited resources mean a general lack of change and renewal of the exhibits; both 
in terms of permanent and temporary exhibit spaces.  
• Facilities size and space do not always reflect customer demands. (Theaters are too 
small; exhibit spaces are poorly laid out; congested traffic and flow patterns; lack of 
space for cooperating associations, display development space, storage space, etc. 
• In an attempt to tell everything about the Corps, the presentation is diluted, lacks 
focus, and has an overwhelming amount of information - “everything but the kitchen 
sink.” 
• Classification of visitor centers reflects the Corps' internal organizational structure 
perhaps more than it does the nature of the site or facility or visitor needs. 
• The Corps' non-ability to conduct its own fund-raising is an issue which impacts 
resources to a large degree.  Current revenue from cooperating associations is minimal. 

 
C. 

D. 

National Association of Interpretation (NAI) Conference – Corps Focus Group 
Meeting  

 
On 06 November 2001, members of the VCI Team held a focus group meeting with twenty-eight 
representatives from Corps lakes and visitor centers attending the NAI National Conference in Des 
Moines, Iowa. 

 
The focus group divided into four sub-groups that respond to questions developed by the VCI 
committee.  The results of the discussions with these groups further validated the strengths and 
weakness information discussed previously.  The minutes of the focus group meetings are attached 
at Appendix F 
 

USDA Forest Service Visitor Center Conference 
A member of the VCI Team attended the Forest Service conference on “Ensuring the Sustainable 
Future of Visitor Centers”, April 1-5, 2002.  The conference was held at Lied Conservation Center, 
Arbor Day Farm, Nebraska City, Nebraska.  Information collected at this meeting was summarized 
and shared with the team members to evaluate potential impacts on draft policy recommendations. 
The purpose of the conference was to provide training to Forest Service visitor center managers to 
improve their operation and management skills and to provide them with the opportunity to 
exchange information.  The trip report is attached at Appendix G. 
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E. Corps Accessibility Committee and other accessibility professionals 
The Corps task force on accessibility in recreation facilities and customer service standards was 
consulted for input to issues at visitor centers.  This group is preparing a draft-engineering manual 
that addresses Universal Accessibility (UA) issues at Corps facilities.  The following are examples 
from that draft: 
 

• Applicable UA Standards.  The term universal accessibility in this document refers 
to the most stringent current standards that apply.  Current Corps policy and access 
to these standards are posted on the Natural Resources Management Gateway 
(Gateway) website on Accessibility, Policy and Procedures 
http://corpslakes.usace.army.mil/employees/access/policy.html. 

• UA Facilities.  In addition to meeting Universal Facility Access Standards, Army 
policy also requires that the requirements of the Americans with Disabilities Act 
Accessibility Guidelines (ADAAG) be met for recreation facilities by providing 
equal or greater accessibility than Uniform Federal Accessibility Standards (UFAS), 
requirements.  These requirements generally address constructed facilities. 

• UA Programs.  UA also includes programmatic access, so that our visitors have full 
access to customer services such as interpretive programs and public information 
postings.  Section 504 of the Rehabilitation, Comprehensive Services and 
Developmental Disabilities Act of 1973 requires that no disabled individual be 
excluded from participation in or denied the benefits of, any program or activity 
conducted by an executive agency.  Department of Defense Standards for 
implementing Section 504 are contained in 32 CFR 56.  These standards address 
military museums and museum programs and should be applied to Corps visitor 
centers.  These standards refer the accessibility guidelines published by the 
Smithsonian.  http://www.si.edu/opa/accessibility/exdesign/sectiona.htm 

• In addition, the National Park Service, Harpers Ferry Center, Accessibility Task 
Force, provided a document entitled “Special Populations: Programmatic 
Accessibility Guidelines for Interpretive Media” which provides guidance for 
promoting full access to interpretive media to ensure that people with physical and 
mental disabilities have access to the same information necessary for safe and 
meaningful visits.  This guidance is provided as a ready reference at Appendix H. 

 
F. Partnering with Nonprofits Training for Corps  

On 9-10 March 2002, two VCI Team members attended the Association of Partners for Public 
Lands “Partnering with Nonprofits” training for the Corps.  Thirty-six visitor center personnel 
attended the training with about half of those having existing partnerships.  The trip report is 
attached at Appendix I. 
 
The training covered all aspects of partnering: working with nonprofit partners, what the Corps 
requires, organizing or enhancing a partnership, educational and outreach programs, operating a 
sales outlet, marketing your programs and products, fundraising and friend raising, and human 
resources. 
 
The Corps’ ability to enter into visitor center partnering agreements is governed by Public law and 
engineering regulations that extend beyond the VCI Charter and scope.  Therefore, action on 
partnering recommendations will likely require numerous policy changes and coordination in other 
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program areas such as cooperating associations, contributions and challenge cost sharing.  Many 
barriers exist to effective use of partnering for visitor center facilities and programs.  The VCI 
Team did devote time and effort in identifying issue areas and recommendations for policy 
changes.  These partnering issues are discussed in Appendix J. 
 

G. Research and Review Existing Visitor Center Regulations 
ER 1130-2-550, dated 15 Nov 96, and EP 1130-2-550, dated 15 Nov 96, were researched and 
studied for applicability, currency, accuracy, and completeness.  Based on the data gathered, visitor 
center manager surveys, on-site evaluations of existing visitor centers, and the experience and 
knowledge of the VCI Team, current visitor center and partnering guidance revisions are 
recommended.  These are discussed in the conclusions. 
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Chapter III 
Develop a Corps Story Exhibit 

 
 

 
I. Background:  The VCI Team is tasked in its charter to evaluate the status of how the Corps 
tells it own story to visitors at its centers.  This included method of delivery, content, exhibit 
architecture and average age of the exhibit.  The charter also tasked the team to develop a “Corps 
Story” exhibit, which would dynamically describe the Corps contribution to the Nation and its 
support to the Army. 
 
II. Findings:  On average, the ages of Corps message-related exhibits exceed ten years and 
utilize simple flat-panel exhibits or elementary manual interactives that are generally lowest cost to 
design and produce.  In addition, these exhibits are stand-alone with little or no relationship to the 
project, modern missions or local interests and issues.  Most exhibits are very general in nature and 
do a fair job of interpreting the Corps’ past, but do not do a good job of connecting the past with its 
present-day missions and local interests.  The exhibits suffer from visible wear and tear, broken 
parts and very dated material, photos, or video. 
 
The NAI focus group recommended the following criteria be built into any new Corps Story 
exhibit: 
 

1. Flexible integration into existing exhibits  
2. Exportable for theater presentations, school use or off-site events. 
3. Easily updated on a periodic basis (every 3-5 years). 
4. Simple photo/text side panels to complement interactive exhibit on Corps modern 

missions. 
5. Inexpensive to operate and maintain  
6. Ability to include local issues and stories 
7. Versatile enough to be placed in a variety of venues, from office lobbies to large, 

regional visitor centers 
 
III. Research:  The VCI team’s exhibit evaluation efforts revealed that “agency-related” 
exhibits are generally not well received by the visiting public.  The Team concluded that the public 
typically sees these types of exhibits as self-serving propaganda that does not provide relevant 
information about the agency or how it fits into their everyday lives.  Since these types of exhibits 
are generally provided to comply with the Visitor Center Program regulation, ER 1130-2-550, more 
that to enlighten or educate the public, their message effectiveness is diminished.  The Corps has an 
interesting past and valuable modern mission that should be presented to visitor in a “how does the 
Corps’ mission serve me and affect my quality of life” and not present the agencies message in a 
sales pitch fashion. 
 
IV. Development of the Corps Story Exhibit.   
 
The VCI team determined that the Corps could no longer tell its story without showing how our 
actions and their lives are interwoven.  Our messages must relate directly to the visitor and convey 
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a modern and responsive attitude to everyday issues that affect local communities.  In addition, 
with the advent and popular use of computers, the use of a web-based, digital design will be 
familiar to most visitors, particularly the younger ones. 
 
Visitor Center Initiative team members were joined by representatives from HQ PAO and Office of 
History to form the “Corps Story” design team to provide guidance during the design concept 
phase.  The decision was made to use the Strategic vision, spectrum of USACE Operations for the 
primary themes in “Corps Story” exhibit.  See Appendix K for the Scope of Work for this effort. 
 
The study reported a widespread consensus for the need to tell the “Corps Story” in a variety of 
venues, from the project office lobbies to large regional venues.  In recognizing this need for 
flexibility, the design team recommends the development of a multimedia audiovisual exhibit that 
takes advantage of state-of-the-art technology to communicate with visitors in an interactive 
dynamic manner.  The exhibit is envisioned as a touch screen interactive video exhibit that uses a 
web-like design.  Menus will allow the user to choose topics of interest.  The audiovisuals can also 
be adapted to use with other audiences such as theaters, classrooms and the Internet. 
 
A design concept consisting of theme and script development is being developed.  Concept 
drawings for an expanded Corps Story exhibit with associated display panels relating to modern 
missions are also being developed.  When completed, these items shall become a part of the design 
contract and cost estimates for production, Appendix L. 
 
The Corps Story product, as currently envisioned, will provide a quality audiovisual product that 
can easily be adapted to other communication requirements.  Since the product has the potential for 
widespread application, the VCI Team recommends that all functional elements be made aware of 
the product to minimize duplication of efforts.  Coordination is also needed with on-going visitor 
center rehab efforts to minimize their activities which may overlap with this initiative. 
 
The VCI Team recommends that the Corps Story be integrated into every visitor center and project 
office.  The design object is to produce a display that can be easily adapted to any visitor center 
facility.  For example project office centers could choose a simple inexpensive version of the 
display that consists of a touch monitor kiosk.  Depending on available space, visitation, budget, 
etc., a more sophisticated version of the display may be installed which includes static display 
panels and a large screen monitor.  Therefore, the costs of integrating the exhibit into existing 
facilities can be adjusted to accommodate the available of funds and on-site requirements.  To 
insure all facilities receive the Corps Story display, HQ should fully fund this effort.
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Chapter IV 
Issues and Recommendations 

 
 
After the exhaustive data collection process described earlier, the VCI Team identified and 
synthesized the following most significant issues and recommendations for solutions: 
 

 
FUNDING 

 
A. Visitor centers cannot realistically compete for scarce funds.  
 

Recommendations:  Incorporate visitor center maintenance and exhibit rehabilitation plans 
into OMP and 5-year work plans.  Develop visitor center standards and incorporate them 
into the new Customer Service Standards.  This insures visitor centers needs are included in 
the planning process on an equal basis with other recreation facility needs.  

 
B. A June/July 2001 survey of visitor center managers indicated 50% or more of their 
exhibits needed updating.  The exhibits were broken or needed expensive maintenance or 
they contained obsolete technology and information. 
 

Recommendations:  Develop special budget items for the backlog of all visitor centers and 
exhibit needs and include in the budget process.  Where possible, use safety and 
accessibility issues to justify non-deferrable status.  Have plans and specifications and 
procurement research done for important projects to capitalize on reprogramming 
opportunities at mid-year.  Exhibit rehabilitation should be programmed for out-year 
budgets. 

 
C. There is flat or declining funding for visitor centers. 
 

Recommendations: Establish fee demonstration projects and use funds collected at for 
visitor center operation and maintenance and not to offset project budget requirements.  Use 
partnerships with community groups and other governmental entities to generate funds for 
visitor center programs and facilities.  Pursue additional authority if necessary 

 
IMPROVING CUSTOMER SERVICE 

 
D. Visitor center managers do not have a mechanism for identifying visitor satisfaction 
levels of customer service or the effectiveness of exhibits; there is no current data to assess 
“value added” to the public. 
 

Recommendations:  Conduct visitor surveys at each visitor center to provide critical 
information on visitor preferences, their interest and how they want to receive information.  
Develop methodologies that utilize focus groups, friends groups, and other ways of 
encourage community involvement. 
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The VCI Team submitted, via HQUSACE, survey questions for OMB approval, a series of 
questions directly related to visitor interest of Corps issues, the history and missions of the 
Corps, and other specific visitor center related topics.  The other survey would gather data 
to measure visitor needs.  A copy of the submitted questions is provided in Appendix M.  
As of October 2002 OMB had not approved these questions. 

 
E. Visitor facilities are located, resourced and sized with little regard for customer 
demand and visitor needs. 
 

Recommendation:  Research planning criteria developed by other agencies that are used to 
assess demand for visitor information/orientation facilities, locate visitor facilities, 
determine information functions that need to be accommodated and space allocation within 
visitor facilities.  Develop planning criteria that will assist decision makers in determining 
the need for visitor centers, as opposed to other facilities such as kiosks and wayside 
exhibits, both for new facilities and expansion of existing facilities.  These criteria would be 
utilized to develop project master plans and interpretive plans which prescribe the 
appropriate media mix.  These criteria are important tools for managers to decide the 
appropriate level of visitor services for their project.  

 
F. The appropriate location for a visitor center is not always on project land.  Visitor 
centers are not always located in accordance with public demand.  Current policy and 
authorities do not support location on non-Corps property. 

 
Recommendations:  Review policies and authorities and develop clear guidance to allow 
off-project interpretive activities and facilities. 

 
ADMINISTRATION 

 
G. There is no recognized career path for visitor center staff. 
 

Recommendations:  Career development committee should investigate job descriptions in 
other agencies for applicability to Corps.  Establish and institutionalize visitor center 
program with clearly defined disciplines, duties, and job descriptions.   

 
H. There is a lack of information exchange between interpretive and visitor center 
personnel.  There is little to no networking with Public Affairs Offices or Offices of 
History.  
 

Recommendations:  Fully implement the Visitor Center program’s Gateway site at 
http://corpslakes.usace.army.mil/employees/visitcenter/visitcenter.html.  Establish an 
annual Visitor Center Training/Conference to enhance communications, promote sharing of 
ideas and solutions, offer opportunities to insure consistency in message and program, 
content and expression of the Corps vision and missions, and increase networking 
opportunities.  Garner district and division support to place an interpretive/visitor center 
manager on division outreach and communications committee. 
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I. Lack of training for visitor center managers and staffs.   
 

Recommendations:  Establish periodic workshops for Corps visitor center personnel to 
cover topics such as partnering, A/V multi-media technology, program and exhibit 
evaluation, exhibit plans and preparing requests for proposals (RFP’s), contracts, etc. 
Develop exportable interpretive training for temporaries, volunteers, and new Corps 
personnel (similar to the Safe-Self course).   

 
J. There is no clearly defined visitor center role or authority within the Natural 
Resources Management Program. 
 

Recommendations:  Adopt the recommended vision and mission statements for visitor 
centers to redefine their roles and importance as corporate communication assets.  Visitor 
centers also have a strong community focus by integrating into local tourism and 
educational systems.  The new vision and mission statements will encourage corporate 
support and open the door to shared funding with non-profits and other governmental 
agencies.  Interpretive objectives for visitor centers should provide the flexibility to tell 
both the community story and the partner's story. 
 
Vision Statement 

 
Provide visitor center facilities that engage the public in a provocative and educational 
experience that encourages a broader understanding and appreciation of the U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers and the project. 

 
Mission Statement 

 
Insure effective communication between the Corps and the visiting public through the 
Visitor Center Program.  This is accomplished by presenting a focused story that 
provokes interest, relates to the mission, and reveals why the mission is important to the 
public. 
 

 
K. Visitor Centers are understaffed and are over burdened with non-visitor center tasks.  
These tasks are hindering them from effectively maintaining facilities and providing 
quality service to the public. 
 

Recommendations:  Visitor centers should be adequately staffed and devoted to operating 
visitor centers. 

 
L. There is a general in-house shortage of expertise in the disciplines of exhibit design 
and fabrication, audiovisuals, partnering etc. and no mechanism for sharing the existing 
expertise, good ideas, or lessons learned. 
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Recommendations:  Establish an advisory group (or Masters program similar to the Forest 
Service program) that could respond to project requests for assistance.  The members of the 
advisory group will function as technical experts and provide support on an as requested 
basis.  Develop a “How to” manual for visitor centers.  The manual will address different 
operation functions such as exhibit renovations, partnering and volunteers.  Post the manual 
and various contract documents for exhibit development on the Gateway. 

 
M. Corps visitor centers are largely non-compliant with regard to universal design 
standards. 
 

Recommendations:  Design visitor centers and exhibits for maximum universal 
accessibility, as practical.  All new and updated exhibits and interpretive programs will 
comply with universal design standards.   
 

N. There is no existing structure to implement VCI team recommendations. 
 

Recommendations:  Create a standing committee for visitor centers to champion VCI team 
recommendations.  This standing committee would report to the HQUSACE proponent and 
consist of five subcommittees: Regulation/policy, Message, Administration, Funding, and 
Improving Customer Service.  See Appendix N for organization chart and subcommittee 
responsibilities. 

 
O. The lack of visitor center funds is creating a backlog in updates and repairs. 

 
Recommendations:  Conduct a survey that gathers information on backlogged repairs and 
updates for visitor center facilities and exhibits.  The survey data will provide decision 
makers an inventory of backlogged work and would assist in prioritizing funding. 

 
REGULATION/POLICY 
 

 
P. 

Q. 

Partnering constraints present barriers to accepting public support in the 
development and dissemination of information 
 

Recommendations:  Investigate other agency partnering authorities to see if they should be 
applied to us.  Develop approved templates and minimize legal review.  Define training 
needs on partnering for employees and managers within Operations Division, Office of 
Counsel, Real Estate Division and Resources Management Office.  Create staff positions 
where needed to support field with rapid development, review and approval of partnership 
agreements.  Create handbook to address implementation, forms, financial accountability, 
etc., with regard to any partnerships including challenge cost shares, cooperative 
agreements, and partnerships with for-profit or non-profit entities.  Develop budget and 
accounting procedures for multi-year partnerships. 

 
Corps visitor centers lack agency guidelines for available partnering opportunities 

that can contribute funding, staffing and programming. 
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Recommendations:  Develop new policy guidance to encourage true partnerships where 
costs are shared.  Revise policy guidance on cost sharing, cooperating associations, and use 
and implementation of cooperating agreements to fully integrate these programs with 
visitor center objectives.   

 
R. 

S. 

Current policies, authorities, guidance, and regulations have not kept pace with the 
program needs. 
 

Recommendations: Establish a Headquarters developmental assignment to draft 
authorities. 

 
Visitor center types currently define levels of service based on criteria unrelated to 

visitor needs.  
 

Recommendations:  Change current visitor center classification requirements from 
message based to service based.  Evaluate existing Type “A”, “B” and “C” centers using the 
classification criteria below.  If the facilities meet these standards, classify them Visitor 
Center.  If they fail the criteria test for visitor center designation reclassify them according 
to the project office information center criteria.  There should be two definitions, one for 
visitor centers and one for project information centers. 
Visitor center evaluation criteria are as follows: 

 
1. Assigned staff, readily available to visitors, knowledgeable about the Corps.  This 

may include cooperative associations, volunteer, contract staff, etc. 
 

2. Open during peak visitation hours, 
 

3. Is an fully accessible facility including restrooms, exhibits and programs 
 

4. Adheres to existing interpretive services regulation 
 

5. Has an interpretive plan that includes a theme and measurable objectives, 
 

6. Has exhibits that effectively communicate the theme and objectives, 
 

7. Interpretive programs are available, 
 

8. Provides detailed project information – both printed and verbal, 
 

9. Not necessarily located on project lands, 
 

10. Has a mechanism for customer feedback. 
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Project information center standards are as follows: 
 

1. Staff provides information in response to questions, 
 

2. Open during regular business hours, 
 

3. Provides project-related printed materials, 
 

4. Located on project lands, 
 

5. Has a mechanism for customer feedback. 
 

MESSAGE 
 
T. 

U. 

V. 

W.

The story of the Corps is delivered inconsistently in Corps visitor centers.   
 

Recommendations:  Develop the “Corps Story” exhibit to communicate the Strategic 
Vision elements; water resources, environmental, infrastructure, disasters and war fighting.  
Spotlight the “Corps Story” exhibit as an excellent example of how visitor centers can be 
used to communicate this vision.  Stress to corporate leaders the role of visitor centers as 
the Corps’ primary public interface for marketing and outreach. 

 
Corps visitor centers lack a central and focused theme and generally contain an excess 

of messages. 
 

Recommendations:  Provide theme development training as part of exportable training 
package.  Visitor Centers should develop themes and objectives that are based on the 
mission and vision.  Communication goals will include the national and regional Corps 
missions and visitor orientation to recreation opportunities. 

 
Corps visitor centers lack interactive, engaging exhibits that are appropriate for 

children. 
 

Recommendations:  As exhibits are updated, design a portion of them to be interactive, 
age appropriate, with clear learning objectives for a more exciting and memorable 
experience for children and adults. 

 
 Corps visitor centers are not responsive to non-English language audiences. 

 
Recommendations:  Provide material in appropriate languages, where necessary.  
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Chapter V 
Conclusions 

 
 

Redefining Visitor Centers for the 21st Century 
 

The visitor centers envisioned and created in the 1970’s when the Corps’ recreation and interpretive 
programs were first developed were largely viewed as public information way points where visitors 
to projects could learn about the recreation opportunities available, something about the local 
natural and cultural fabric of the area as well as the Corps as an agency.  Visitor center exhibits 
have undergone renovation to varying degrees over the ensuing 30 years The underlying culture of 
the agency has not kept pace with what the public expects, nor with the realities of managing and 
funding visitor centers. 
 
We discovered that as other agencies and organizations are moving forward with an integrated 
approach to visitor center management, the Corps has not.  The Corps has built its visitor centers 
with little thought about their long-term operation.  Visitor centers are by their nature and design 
meant to be dynamic and changing with time.  The Corps has failed to understand and embrace this 
true purpose of visitor centers and so has not provided the tools to manage its centers as they 
should or could be.  As managed today visitor centers are lost opportunities to get the Corps’ 
message out to the public and to serve our customer’s needs. 
 
The first step in rectifying these lost opportunities is to incorporate the Visitor Center Program into 
the Corps’ Strategic Communication Plan. The following vision and mission statements were 
developed to aid the process.  
 

Vision Statement 
Provide visitor center facilities that engage the public in a provocative and educational 
experience that encourages a broader understanding and appreciation of the U.S. Army Corps 
of Engineers and the project. 

 
Mission Statement 
Insure effective communication between the Corps and the visiting public through the Visitor 
Center Program.  This is accomplished by presenting a focused story that provokes interest, 
relates to the mission, and reveals why the mission is important to the public. 

 
In the VCI Charter, “revolutionizing effectiveness” was stated clearly as a goal.  During the course 
of the VCI Team’s investigation and evaluation of the Corps’ visitor centers, it became evident that 
to truly revolutionize the Corps’ approach to visitor centers and their future, it requires a broader 
approach to their management, a structural re-thinking and expectation of visitor centers within the 
Corps’ corporate culture.  If the facilities we call visitor centers are to accomplish the goals of the 
above vision and mission statements, they must be integrated into the Corps’ corporate 
communication strategy and while serving local community needs. 
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Visitor centers provide the opportunity to tell the Corps Story in places we meet the public most 
often.  However, the opportunity to interpret the Corps Story reaches beyond the wall of a visitor 
center building.  If we are to tell the corporate story, every opportunity and location available to us 
must be used.  Visitor centers are more than buildings with informational exhibits; they are 
representatives of the Corps and the public they serve.  The Corps must take steps immediately to 
capture each opportunity to tell its story and serve public needs.  Faced with limited resources and a 
program of questionable priority, the Corps must decide if visitor centers are worth the investment.  
If so, the appropriate attention and resources must be dedicated to the program so its potential can 
be achieved.   
 
Why are visitor centers important to the agency?  Visitor centers are the Corps’ first line of 
communication with our visiting public.  Where better for the visitor to gain an understanding of 
our agency and its mission and how it relates to them?  Visitor centers are our opportunity to tell 
our story before others do it for us.  A visitor to an exciting, modern, well maintained and staffed 
center will go away with a new respect for the Corps and become a grass roots supporter.  The 
knowledge he gains from his visit will empower him to filter any bad press he may encounter later. 
 
By integrating our visitor centers into the corporate communications strategy we will provide the 
foundation for a more detailed communication strategy.  Corps visitor centers must: 
 

• Provide a dedicated customer outlet for interpretation 
• Support the strategic vision 
• Provide a good first impression by assuring uniformed Corps employees are the first faces 

the public sees 
• Tell the Corps story 

 
Why are visitor centers important to the visitor?  Visitor centers must meet the needs and 
expectations of its visitors.  Visitors choose to spend their time at a facility whether it is for leisure, 
education, seeking information or a rest stop.  No matter the reason, the Corps must not let a 
visitor’s visit be disappointing one.  Therefore, at a minimum, visitor centers must provide for the 
following visitor needs/expectations: 
 

• Safety, security and convenience 
• Information outlet 
• Gateway to agency 
• Enhance customer enjoyment and satisfaction 
• Place to learn and have fun 

 
How are visitor centers funded?  While visitor centers are generally thought of as important 
assets to the Corps, funding has not always been an indicator of that priority.  Inherent operational 
problems with visitor centers are: 
  

• Current funding and staffing is inadequate 
• Visitor centers are not always included in backlog of maintenance, or are considered 

deferrable. 
• Baseline funding does not keep pace with increasing operational costs. 
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Decision-makers who allocate resources often don’t believe in the importance of visitor centers 
because the benefits are intangible and not easily measured.  Given this, customer service and 
satisfaction will continue to decline because we are alienating them by allowing our visitor centers 
to continue functioning without addressing the needed changes discussed in this report.  Steps must 
be taken that address the funding issues identified in this report to assure that visitor centers are 
getting the funding and staffing they need to deliver a positive image of the Corps and meet visitor 
needs. 
 
What is the impact of not taking action?  The Corps, like some other Federal agencies, is 
receiving negative press coverage and receives little or no opportunities to rebuff the reports.  Our 
visitor centers are the primary means of getting the Corps Story to the public.  If the Visitor Center 
Program is not given a priority status, negative public relation experiences could result as we 
maintain a status quo program emphasis.  We will lose valuable opportunities for public exposure.  
Our visitor centers, as they are now, are becoming obsolete and not connected to the public and 
local community.  If no action is taken to correct these deficiencies, we will contribute to our own 
public relations demise. 
 
In order for the current visitor center program to evolve into the 21st century the agency culture 
must also evolve.  The recommendations identified in this report must be acted upon.  Where 
authorities are lacking, appropriate action must be taken that enables rather than restricts, 
empowers rather than confines.  The current regulations must be reviewed, revised and 
consolidated into a comprehensive regulation that addresses all facets of the Visitor Center Program 
in a single document.  Visitor centers must be used as a tool to meet the agency needs to 
strategically communicate our message to the American people.  The Corps Story must be fielded.  
Managers and staff must be empowered to implement the changes required to insure a successful 
program.  To that end the visitor centers can allow the Corps to demonstrate its value as “the 
world’s premier public engineering organization responding to our nation’s needs in peace and war. 
 

V-3  Conclusions 



































































































































































































Visitor/Interpretive Center 
Assumptive Evaluation Form 

 
 

 
Introduction 
 
 In conducting scientifically valid evaluations for visitor centers or interpretive 
centers for any agency or organization, the evaluation team must first have an 
understanding of the specific objectives, outcomes, or managerial realities of that facility 
(available budget, time constraints, etc.).  In addition it would be required to know the 
target market groups the center was designed for as well (local repeat visitors, one-time 
tourists, school groups, bus tour groups, etc.) to see if the facility design, services and 
exhibits are indeed effective in serving and communicating with those target market 
groups.  If this information is not available then a formal evaluation against stated 
outcomes cannot be done.  The next option is called an “assumptive evaluation” or 
auditing by an expert. 
 
 The Assumptive Evaluation is conducted against evaluation criteria where the 
expert or team of experts, not knowing what the original planning and design objectives 
were, assume what the intent of the design was, and do an evaluation against these 
assumptions.  In addition, the team would critique the facility and exhibits against a 
general criteria of professionally accepted standards, such as for interpretive exhibit 
design or handicapped accessibility.    
 
 While not scientifically valid, the assumptive evaluation does have benefits for 
the agency managing the visitor or interpretive center being critiqued.  Ideally, the 
conclusions that the team “assumes” were the main interpretive theme, messages or 
concepts are indeed very close or “right on” to what the visitor or interpretive center 
“intended” the main “take-away” messages to be.  That would illustrate that the Center is 
indeed communicating its mission and story effectively to visitors.  However, if the main 
interpretive theme, concepts or messages the evaluation team assumes were the main 
focus or outcome were NOT what the visitor or interpretive centers main exportable 
theme or concepts were – then the center is NOT effectively communicating its mission 
and stories to visitors.  If that is the case, then a more formal scientifically valid 
evaluation would be needed to isolate the problems and recommend changes to make the 
center more effective in communicating with visitors for that particular facility. 



Visitor Center  
 Assessment Form 

 
 

Introduction:  This Visitor Center Assessment form is used for conducting Assumptive 
Evaluations – where evaluating against stated objectives or outcomes are not possible.  It 
is designed to critique the Visitor Center against a list of generally accepted professional 
planning, design, and interpretive communication criteria and standards.  The completed 
evaluation can serve as a tool to both support or validate visitor center and exhibit 
success or strong points, or note areas in visitor center and exhibit design that could use 
improvement.  Note that the results are subjective and based on the background and 
professional training of the evaluator or evaluation team. 
 
Instructions:  Each evaluator should answer each question in the survey based on their 
personal understanding of professional standards for the subject, site or facility being 
critiqued.  Space is provided (or use the back of this form) for additional written 
comments you might have about a particular question. 
 
Facility Name: _____________________________________________ 
Location: __________________________________________________ 
Agency (COE, USDAFS, etc): _________________________________ 
 
 
Pre visit and facility exterior assessment: 
 
1. Was the highway signage providing directions to this site: 

a. Poor b. Adequate c. Very Good 
 

2. What improvements to the visitor directional signage would you recommend? 
 
 
3. What were your first impressions upon arriving at the facility? 
 

a. looks well designed, landscaped and inviting. 
b. Looks like an average visitor center. 
c. Looks like an average government building. 
d. Looks like an office – hard to tell there was a visitor center in there. 
e. Other ________________________________ 

 
4. On a scale of 1 to 5, how would you rate your first impression of this facility before 

going into it? 
 

Poor First Impression   Good or Average        Looks Great/Inviting 
 
                   1 ------------2-------------3-------------4-------------5 
 



 
5. How would you rate the facility grounds and landscaping: 
 

1. Poor – looks in kept. 
2. Average – grass is cut, looks OK 
3. Very Good – good or appropriate landscaping, well maintained. 
4. Other: _________________________ 

 
6. How would you rate the building appearance: 
 

1. In poor shape in need of obvious repair. 
2. In average shape, some repair work needed (painting, etc.). 
3. In good shape, looks well maintained. 
4. Other: _______________________________ 

 
7. Agency identification – is it clear as to which agency manages this facility via logos 

or other outside identification: 
 

Yes_____   No_______   Other___________ 
 

8. Is there an outdoor orientation board, panel or kiosk that visitor can use prior to 
entering the facility that tells them about the site, facility, resource locations, or other 
orientation information: 

 
Yes_______  No________ 
 

9. Are there any outdoor interpretive panels or experiences that visitors might encounter 
before they enter the visitor center: 

 
Yes______   No ________ 
 
If yes, do these interpretive materials help introduce the main theme or mission of this 
particular facility?  
_____________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
 

10. Is there an obvious handicap accessibility route from the parking area into the visitor  
      center?    Yes_____ No ______. 

 
 
11. In general, given all of the above considerations, how would you rate the your total 

exterior impression of this facility: 
 

Generally Poor,     Needs Work          About Average      Very Good to Excellent. 
 
  1 ----------------2-----------------3--------------------4---------------------5 
     You may add additional comments to the back of this page. 



 
Visitor Center Internal Assessment: 
 
1. Upon first entering this facility, what were your general first impressions (did you 

like it, not like it, didn’t know where to go, etc.)___________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________ 
 

2. What do you think that the visitor’s first impressions or feelings about this facility 
might be? ____________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 

3. Was there a receptionist or “greeter” when you entered?  Yes_____ No_____ 
If yes, how was your welcome? _____________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 

4. When you entered, was it clear as to where restrooms, exhibit rooms, etc. were  
       located?    Yes____  No_____ 
 
5. What is the mix of interpretive programs or services available (circle all that apply) 

a. Exhibit room 
b. Outdoor viewing area 
c. Theater production/AV show 
d. Live interpretive programs 
e. Other______________________ 

 
6. Was it clear at the beginning what the main objectives or mission of this center was? 
 

Yes_____ No _______ 
 
The exhibit room 
 
7. When you first entered the exhibit room, was there an orientation exhibit that told you 

the main interpretive theme or purpose for this exhibit area and visitor center?   
      Yes___ No____ 
 
8. What do you think the main interpretive theme or message for this visitor center is? 

___________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________ 

 
9. How would you rate your first impression of the exhibit room: 
 

1. Visually poor, didn’t look very inviting or stimulating. 
2. Exhibits looked OK, not a lot of sparkle or draw. 
3. Looks like  typical exhibit room – average 
4. Looks above average – inviting, visually well done. 
5. Excellent – looks like fun, visually draws me in. 
6. Other: ___________________________________ 



 
10. Does the exhibit room appear to be handicap accessible (room for wheelchairs 

between exhibit elements, etc.   Yes_____ Somewhat____  No 
 
11. Are the exhibits visually accessible to visitors in a wheelchair (proper sight lines or 

access to interactive exhibit elements?  Yes____ Somewhat_____ No ______ 
 
12. Are there hands on or tactile exhibits appropriate for visually impaired or blind 

visitors?  Yes____ Somewhat____ No___ 
 
13. Are there any exhibit materials, exhibit label copy, or other educational materials that 

relate to the exhibits that are available in braille?  Yes____ No ______ 
 
14. What is the age of the current exhibits (installed in….) ______. 
 
15. Is the information dated or out-of-date?  Yes_____ Somewhat_____ No______ 
 
16. What is the current condition of the exhibits in general: 
 

a. In poor shape, old, and in need of replacement. 
b. In fair shape, will need some rehab work to update some of the exhibits ASAP. 
c. In good condition, need some update work in next year or two? 
d. In excellent condition. 

 
 
Answer the following questions after you have had a chance to look at the exhibits. 
 
17. In general, did you feel that the exhibits successfully communicated to visitors the  
      main interpretive theme of the visitor center?    Yes___ Somewhat____ No______ 
18. In general, did you feel that the majority of the exhibits effectively illustrated the  

main mission, story or theme of this visitor center?   Yes__ Somewhat____  No____ 
(feel free to comment on the back of this page). 
 

19. In general, did you feel that the text or content level presentation of the exhibits were: 
 

a. Written to simply or needed more information 
b. Written at the correct content level (5th grade vocabulary). 
c. Written at to technical off a content level 
d. Other: ________________________________________ 

 
20. In general, did you feel that the point size of the main label text copy: 
 

a. Was two small and hard to read. 
b. Was OK or about average 
c.  Met professional museum standards of about 30 point size or larger. 

 



21. In general, how would you rate the Attraction Power of the exhibits (their ability to 
draw you to them and hold your attention). 

 
a. Poor – most did not look interesting. 
b. About average – about ½ looked interesting. 
c. Excellent – most exhibits looked inviting 

 
 
22. Of all of the exhibits you looked at in this center, how many exhibits out of the total 

did you look at and read all the exhibit label copy?  
 
a. Only a few of the exhibits. 
b. About ½ of the exhibits. 
c. Most of the exhibits. 

 
23. In general, what do you think the average time you spent interacting with (reading 

the label copy, doing interactive activities) the exhibits in this exhibit room or 
gallery? 

 
a. Under 15 seconds per exhibit. 
b. Between 15 seconds and 1 minute per exhibit. 
c. Over 1 minute per exhibit. 

 
Media mix and exhibit load. 
      
     Exhibits are rated by their “load factors”, that being the amount of energy (cognitive, 
physical or both) that the exhibits requires a visitor to expend in order to interact with the 
exhibit.  There are basically three kinds of exhibits: 
 
Type 1 – Interactive exhibits: visitor is active, exhibit is active. 
Type 2 – Exhibit where either the visitor is active (touch table) or the exhibit 
               is active (watching a video). 
Type 3 – Visitor does nothing, exhibit does nothing (graphic flatwork, display cases). 
 
The type 1 exhibit has the highest load, the type 3 the lowest load.  Visitors have the 
highest intrinsic interest in Type 1 exhibits and the lowest interest in Type 3 exhibits.  In 
general we like visitor center exhibits to have a exhibit load mix of: 
 
 Type 1 exhibits 20% 
 Type 2 exhibits 60% 
 Type 3 exhibits 20% 
 
24. Based on the above ideal load mix, what do you think in the exhibit load mix for this 

visitor center exhibit room?   Type1 ______ Type 2 _______  Type 3 _______ 
  
 



 Interpretive exhibits are different from purely “informational” exhibits in that 
interpretive exhibits must translate information into terms and analogies that every day 
people can relate to and understand.  The following critique questions will focus on the 
perceived interpretive level of exhibit design and presentation. 
 
 
25. In general, how well do you think that the exhibits used the interpretive design 

concept of “provocation” to get your attention? 
a. Not at all 
b. Somewhat 
c. Very well 

 
26. In general, how well do you think that the exhibits “related” to the every day lives of 

visitors (via analogies, metaphors, or other ways for the visitor to better understand 
technical concepts)? 
a. Not at all 
b. Somewhat 
c. Very well 

 
27. In general, how well do you think that the exhibits “revealed” their stories and key 

concepts to visitors (using surprise endings or other design/text strategies to have the 
visitors “guess” what the answer might be before revealing the answer to them)? 
a. Not at all 
b. Somewhat 
c. Very well 

 
 
28. In general, and based on Tilden’s Interpretive Principles, how would you rate the 

exhibits for their interpretive communication use: 
 

a. Very poor – mostly information, not interpretation. 
b. Somewhat interpretive – use of interpretive principles in about ½ of the exhibits. 
c. Very Interpretive – use of all interpretive principles in most exhibits. 

 
29. An important part of the total exhibit experience is what you remember most by the 

time the exhibit room visit is over.  What do you think were the three most important 
concepts or ideas that you personally gained from this visitor center exhibit 
experience: 

 
1. ___________________________________________________________ 
2. ___________________________________________________________ 
3. ___________________________________________________________ 

30. Do you think that these were the three main concepts that the visitor center 
managers/agency wanted you to leave the visitor center knowing or feeling?  
Yes___ No_____ Not sure_____ 
 



 
31. On a scale of 1 to 5, with 5 being the highest rating you can give a visitor center or 

interpretive center in being able to effectively present and interpret its mission and 
story to visitors so that visitors will REMEMBER the main theme or messages 
after leaving the center, how well do you think this center did: 

 
Poor Success       Average Success   Above Average       Far above average 

 
            1---------------2-------------------3-----------------4---------------5 
 
 
General Evaluation Discussion 
 
1. What recommendations for visitor center improvements (exterior and interior) can 

you suggest (if needed).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. What barriers or issues could possibly hinder putting the recommended improvements 

in place? (in consultation with site staff) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3.  What would you consider to be the key or priority recommendations that should be 
done first (if any)? (in consultation with site staff). 





NAI Focus Group Report 
 
On 06 November 2001 members of the Visitor Center Initiative Committee held a focus 
group meeting with representatives from Corps Lakes and Visitor Centers representatives 
attending the NAI National Conference in Des Moines,IA.  A listing of attendee is 
attached.  VCI committee members involved were: 
 
Nancy Rogers 
Greg Miller 
Debra Stokes  
Joe Bertolini 
 
The focus group meeting was held in Pella, IA in conjunction with a tour of Lake Red 
Rock and Saylorville Lake, COE projects located in the Rock Island District.  A copy of 
the meeting agenda is attached. 
 
28 Corps employees participated in the focus group session. A list of participants, their 
project represented and phone numbers address is attached. 
 
The group was broken down into four sub-groups.  Each sub-group was asked to respond 
to questions developed by the committee.  Below are the categories and questions asked 
within each sub-group: 
 

Validate Team Charter 
 

1. What is the role of visitor centers in the Corps, the NRM program and at your 
project? 

 
2. What can field projects expect to gain from the visitor center initiative? 

 
3. Should all Corps visitor centers present national Corps missions? 

 
4. How can the Corps story be presented in a passionate and appealing manner? 
 
5. Could a standardized national Corps missions exhibit be developed that could be 

integrated into existing visitor centers?  If so what type of media would be 
effective? 

 
Visitor Center regulations/publications 

 
1. Are the objectives of the visitor center program as stated in the ER valid? 
 
2. Do the existing regulations and publications provide adequate policy guidance? 

 
3. Should interpretive objectives for visitor centers be the same regardless of the size 

and type? 
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4. Should visitor center classifications be redefined?  Are they needed at all? 

 
5. Under what conditions and locations should the Corps’ national and/or regional 

story be told? 
 

6. Should Districts be encouraged to build new visitor centers where none exist if 
resources can be found through partnerships and congressional funding? 

 
7. How does the visitor center program relate to the overall interpretive program? 

 
8. What are the appropriate planning documents for visitor centers?  (Master Plan, 

OMP, Design memorandum, interpretive prospectus, objectives). 
 

Resourcing for Visitor Centers 
 
1. Should allocation of resources for visitor centers be based on visitation, size of the 

project, location or other criteria? 
 
2. Are visitor centers program adequately resourced (funding & staff)? 

 
A. What are the barriers to funding the visitor center program and how should 
they be addressed? 

 
B. Is visitor center staffing adequate?  Why or why not?  What needs to be done 
to change this?  

 
C. Should contract staffing be used?  Why or why not? 

 
3. What innovative approaches can be used to resource visitor centers (partnerships, 

friends groups, cooperating associations, development of national lakes 
foundation, fee demonstration)? 

 
4. Should fee demonstration be pursued? 

 
5. What role should partners play in the development and operation of visitor 

centers? 
 

Training and Field Support 
 

1. What kinds of training are needed for park manages and rangers to support the 
visitor center program? 

 
2. How can the NRM Gateway be used to support the visitor center program? 
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3. Does the Corps need in-house consultants to assist visitor center and exhibit 
development? 

 
4. What other support would you like to see? 
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NAI Visitor Center Initiative 
Workshop Agenda 07 November 2001 

 
 
10:00 am        Welcome, Introduction and General Info 
 
 
10:20           Breakout sessions with focus groups 
 
 
12:00 noon      Lunch 
 
 
12:45  pm       Focus Group presentations 
 
 
1:45            Wrap-up and Close 
 
 
2:00            Adjourn 
 
 
NOTES: 
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The following are the responses from each sub-group to the questions posed.  
Responses are in no particular order and only minor editing was done to add clarity to 
the group’s response. 
 

Validate Team Charter 
Facilitator – Debra Stokes 

 
1. What is the role of visitor centers in the Corps, the NRM program and at your 
project?  

  
• Inform the public and defend the Corps, even to the point of explaining our 
failures. 
• First stop for onsite visitors. 
• It becomes the dumping ground for everything (NRRS, walk-in reservations, 
etc.) at the project.  Staff has to deal with things that have nothing to do with the 
visitor center. 
• A meeting place for committees from local surrounding area. 

 
1. What can field projects expect to gain from the visitor center initiative? 

 
• Stop district/division from reprogramming monies earmarked for the visitor 
center and/or interpretation. 
• Raise the importance of visitor centers so line items get above the cutoff mark. 
• Regulation is too restrictive.  This program requires budgetary equal footing.  
This needs to be considered a priority, not fluff. 
• Educate other Corps elements on why visitor centers are so important. 
• Ensure that the field offices understand how important partnering will be to 
the future of this program. 
• Fix the cooperative association and cost sharing regulations so we don’t have 
to go to Office of Counsel and fight the battle all over again. 
• Explain how the national perspective should fit into the local visitor center. 

 
3. Should all Corps visitor centers present national Corps missions? 

 
• Would like to see one small exhibit on the national perspective. 
• Must be able to mold this exhibit into local exhibits (no “cow heads”). 
• Educate the local staff to what the Corps does nationwide. 
• Field personnel fell they have to cover everything including “the kitchen sink” 
in their exhibits.  They do not feel they have permission to focus on the local 
mission(s). 

 
4. How can the Corps story be presented in a passionate and appealing manner? 

 
• Clothes, music, etc cannot date this exhibit. 
• We want high quality images. 
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• Would like this downloadable from the Internet. 
• Tell what the Corps does, not what the Corps is. 
• Provoke, relate, reveal! 

 
5. Could a standardized national Corps missions exhibit be developed that could be 
integrated into existing visitor centers?  If so what type of media would be effective? 

 
• The video needs to be exportable for many media. 
• Consider making this video available in varying lengths. 
• Look at this exhibit as the Corps “commercial.” 
• There is a need for a panel exhibit. 
• Define the “Corps Story.”  Is it our history, our current activities, our future or 
all the above? 
• Would like to see the exhibit updated every 3 – 5 years. 

 
 
 

Visitor Center regulations/publications 
Facilitator – Greg Miller 

 
1. Are the objectives of the visitor center program as stated in the ER valid?  

 
• The interpretive objectives should be revised. Objectives are usually 
measurable. Because evaluation may be difficult with existing resources, the 
focus group preferred the term, “communication goals”. All visitor centers 
regardless of size should strive to accomplish the following goals: 
¾ Communicate Army Corps missions from a national, regional, and project 
perspective. 
¾ Provide environmental education/interpretation relating to Corps missions. 
¾ Provide orientation to project recreational opportunities and safe use. 
¾ Foster stewardship of public lands and waters. 
¾ Interpret natural and cultural features and points of interest (this goal is 
customer driven, the other goals are agency driven). 

 
2. Do the existing regulations and publications provide adequate policy guidance?  

 
• There are inadequacies relating to visitor center classifications, process and 
common understanding of terminology.  
• The regulation is particularly weak with regard to visitor centers that are 
partnership efforts. The current definition does not always accommodate the 
partner’s interests.  
• Visitor centers should be redefined for the next decade. The definition should 
be flexible, relevant and stress the importance of the program.   
• The planning and evaluation process in the EP needs to be better defined 
including a definition of the terms to better reflect accepted industry terminology 
and procedures. 
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• The group recommends a definition section in the EP to promote common 
understanding of the visitor center program and its development. 
• Terms defined might include: 
 
¾ Partnership  
¾ Visitor center  
¾ Interpretive sign  
¾ Exhibit  
¾ Display  
¾ Exhibit concept plan  
¾ Interpretive plan  
¾ Prospectus  
¾ Master plan  
¾ Cooperative assoc.  
¾ Theme  
¾ Kiosk 

 
3. Should interpretive objectives for visitor centers be the same regardless of size 
and type?  

 
• The simple answer is yes. All visitor centers regardless of size should strive to 
meet the communication goals. The group consensus was that some visitor centers 
are resourced improperly because of the classifications that were given them and 
that classifications also influence the content they have. Not all centers will meet 
the objectives, however they should operate at a level, which is commensurate 
with visitor need. 

 
4. Should visitor center classifications be redefined? 

  
• Yes. The regulation defines visitor centers in terms of content that should be 
communicated. Class A-National and regional, Class B, Project level information, 
Class C, Office that dispenses information. The focus group consensus was that 
all visitor centers regardless of size should have the same communication goals, 
including the National and regional Corps missions. The ER/EP should define 
Corps operated visitor center as an interpretive facility that has the following 
features: 
¾ Structure not necessarily limited to project lands 
¾ Restrooms 
¾ Publications are available 
¾ Staff available to provide information (customer service for the Corps) 
¾ Exhibits (ranging form posters to dioramas, AV) displays are developed at 
a level commensurate with perceived need.  

 
- This definition would include most of the facilities currently 
defined as Class C Information Centers. So the term information 
center may not be needed. Other visitor contact points should be 
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defined in the EP to show their relationship and connection with the 
visitor center (overlooks, gate houses, ranger stations, kiosks). Are 
they needed at all? No! 

 
5. Under what conditions and locations should the Corps’ national and/or regional 
story be told? 

  
• In all visitor centers. 

 
6. Should Districts be encouraged to build new visitors centers where none exist if 
resources can be found through partnerships and congressional funding?  

 
• Yes, current restrictions on building facilities seem to relate to CG funding 
and congressional authorization of the project rather than need. If visitor centers 
can be justified through the budget process and partnerships created to build 
facilities where they are needed, the regulation should not create additional 
hurdles. 

 
7. How does the visitor center program relate to the overall interpretive program?  

 
• The visitor center is one component. This relationship is defined in the overall 
interpretive plan. 

 
8. What are the appropriate planning documents for visitor centers? (Master Plan, 
OMP, Design memorandum, interpretive prospectus, objectives).  

 
• Much confusion here, need better definitions and step-by-step process. 

 
 

Resourcing Visitor Centers:  Ideas 
Facilitator – Nancy Rogers 

 
1. Develop a formula that is specific to the market area of the Visitor Center- the 
boundary of that area should not go beyond where budget decisions are made.  I.e.:  
Division area vs. District. 

• Age of Center 
• Visitation 
• Location 
• Condition 
• Outreach area 
• Population 
• Significance 
• Potential for positive PR 
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It was thought that taking these elements into consideration it would equalize the 
imbalance of some VC’s that receive high profile visitation and programming but are not 
being adequately resourced. 

 
2. All Visitor Centers should become integral element in the Division Strategic 
Communications – Business Plan.   

 
3. Funding: 

• M.A.P.- Museum Assessment Program 
• Cooperating Associations 
• Community Development Grants 
• O&M Funds 
• NEETF Grants 
• Special Congressional “adds” 

 
Barriers to Resourcing: 
 

1) Competing Priorities/ Backlog Maintenance 
2) Legal Mandates take money away 

• Endangered Species 
• Cultural Resources 
• ADA 

3) Attitudes toward VCs and Interpretive Programs in general (i.e.: not 
important) 
4) Baseline Budget is too low for project to operate- this creates a downward 
spiral of funding shortfalls. 

 
Solutions 

 
1) Legal Mandate to fund VCs. 
2) Network Congress 
3) Work with local constituency/ Stakeholders/ Volunteers 

 
Staffing:   

 
A. COE:  Problems 
 

1) Staffing levels have decreased over time 
2) Visitor Centers are being operated by volunteers, students, other agencies 
3) Low visibility of program among Natural Resource Program 
4) Other rangers don’t want to work in VC and don’t know how 

• Not seen as “real work” 
• Don’t see value of interpretive work 

5) Other workload- interpretation just one of many duties 
6) VC Prospectus calls for unrealistic staffing levels  
7) Training issues 
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8) High turnover 
9) Cost of living in area 

 
B. COE:  Solutions 

 
1) More people, budget, training, volunteers 
2) Budget needs to keep up with COLA’s and grade increases 
3) Contracting in VC 
4) SCA volunteers 
5) Cooperating Associations 
6) AmeriCorps 
7) AARP Senior Employment 
8) Joining with other Federal, State, local agencies to staff VC 

 
C.  Contracting:  Problems 
 

1) Overwhelming negative response to contracting VCs 
- Agency ID gets lost with Contractors wearing their own uniforms 
- Inadequate quality control of information being disseminated 
- Does not save money in the long run 
- Diminishes the importance of the VC Program- reflects poorly on 
professionalism of rangers 
- Lack of flexibility of what the employee can do; i.e.: non-standard 
work 
- Contractors do minimal amount of technical work 
- Contracts are difficult to get thru Contracting that reflect all aspects of 
the job and oversight of quality interpretation 

 
D.  Contracting:  Solutions 
 

 Contract staff needs on-site supervision on a regular basis 
 
Innovative Approaches 
 

1. Fee Demonstration Program- overwhelming support of this idea! BUT only if 
it’s used at Visitor Centers that can support charging fees (a local public that 
doesn’t oppose), money goes back to VC not just the project, and does not reduce 
the amount of money already budgeted. 
2. Cooperating Associations 
3. Partnerships 
4. Friends Groups 
5. Fee-for-profit groups, fee for school group use 

 
There was a question on how the National Lakes Program would affect visitor centers? 
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Training and Field Support 
Facilitator – Joe Bertolini 

 
1. What kinds of training are needed for park manages and rangers to support the 
visitor center program? 

• Volunteer recruitment and management 
• ADA related issues – Facility & Display improvements and standards. 
• ADA regulations & how they relate to VC operation. 
• Basic Orientation training for temp staff (exportable, web based, etc.) 
• Assist OM’s, PM’s, OP chiefs and higher with stressing importance of VC in 
Corps mission. 
• Train OM’s, PM’s OP Chiefs & higher about importance of Cooperating 
Associations and their impact on VC’s. 
• Have Interp Services advanced level course for VC staff. 
• Provide grant writing and funding training. 
• Revise, revisit or rescind policy on number of Corps employees allowed to attend 
workshops/trainings/conferences.  This is a huge impediment to the exchange of 
information, knowledge and networking. 
• Develop training on how to do effective WEB site searches. 
• Include in professional development committee flow chart and training standards for 
professional level VC managers. 
• Train us on how to identify and encourage local advocates, i.e. congressional and other 
levels of support. 

 
2. How can the NRM Gateway be used to support the visitor center program? 

• Develop list of USACE VC contacts from across the nation and post.  Keep it 
up to date and add links to e-mail and VC WEB pages. 
• Develop a message board (list server?) for VC issues where questions and 
answers can be posted. 
• Keep an archive of previously asked questions (FAQ?). 
• Post success stories and pictures of good ideas. 
• Highlight new regulations or changes to regs. 
• Link to HQ publications page. Add or improve the search engine. 
• Provide a subscription option for folks to get messages about changes to the 
page. 
• Keep in mind everyone doesn’t have a DSL or high speed connection. (Keep 
it simple, frames vs. text versions). 

 
3. Does the Corps need in-house consultants to assist visitor center and exhibit 
development? 

• NO! 
• Would prefer an optional Center of Expertise, maybe something like the 
Harpers Ferry NPS program? 
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• Want greater local input from the ground up on the design, layout, location, 
flow, etc. of facilities.  Want to be involved and not just told by engineers what 
they will get. 

 
4. What other support would you like to see? 

• VC’s should be more important to the agency than OMBIL, NRRS, 
FEMS/MAXIMO, etc.  Give use the same level of support and funding! 
• Make marketing the Corps not be a bad word.  ADVERTISE! 
• Include advertising, marketing, public relations responsibilities in MOU’s 
(Bass Pro, NWTF, DU, BSA, NRC, etc.). 
• Implement these suggestion don’t let the VCI be a dead end. 
• Army Corps needs to be willing to support NAI, NRPA with financial 
contributions.  If we can support the National Water Safety Congress why not 
others? 
• Be sure to get public involvement in VC development. 
• Why has RAMP failed? 
• Do away with PAO and let Natural Resources handle the Corps public 
relations. 
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Attendance List 
 

Name Location Phone # 
Debra Stokes* New Orleans Dist (504) 862-1344 
Donald Bardole Upper Miss River Proj (309) 796-5338 
Leon Hodges Upper Miss River Proj (309) 794-4527 
Toni Westland JAX Dist, Lake Okeechobee (863) 983-8101x245 
Greg Miller* Kansas City Dist (816) 983-3644 
Dee Flower Seattle Dist (208) 437-7224 
Vicky Silcox Fort Peck Lake (406) 526-3411 
Carol Ryan Gavins Point (402) 667-7873 
Rachel Garren St Louis Dist (314) 331-8624 
Pam Doty Lake Shelbyville (217) 774-3951 
Corrine Hudapp Blackhawk Park (608) 648-3314 
Maria Shafer Lake Shelbyville (217) 774-3313 
Mary Ann Heitmeyer Mark Twain Lake (573) 735-4097 
Kevin Ewbank Illinois Waterway VC (815) 667-4054 
Thom Holden Lake Superior Maritime VC 218) 720-5271 
Laura Bainbridge Lake Red Rock (641) 828-7522 
Kelly Ulrick Saylorville Lake (515) 276-4656 
Nancy Rogers* Bay Model VC (415) 332-3871 
Susan Kline Pittsburgh Dist (412) 395-7179 
Heather Burke Dworshak Dam (208) 476-1279 
Sue Clevinstine Rock Island Dist (309) 794-5839 
Douglas R. Bailey Cochiti Lake (505) 465-0307 
Robert W. Esperson Mississippi Headwaters (218) 829-3334 
Charolotte Lister Lookout Point Dam (541) 937-2131x142 
Sue Layden Lake Sonoma (707) 433-9483x27 
Don Wadleigh Chicago Dist (312) 353-6400x4015 
Patrick Berry Bonneville L&D (541) 374-8820 
Robin C. Norris Bonneville L&D (541) 374-8820 
Tracy Spry Lake Red Rock (641) 828-7522 
Joe Bertolini* Caesar Creek Lake (513) 897-1050 
Leane Cruitt MVS No Phone # given 
Danny Sandersfeld MVS No phone # given 
 

* VCI committee member & workshop facilitator. 
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Summary 
Ensuring the Sustainable Future of Visitor Centers 

 
United State Forest Service 

Lied Conservation Center, Arbor Day Farm 
Nebraska City, NE 

April 1-5, 2002 
 

This report summarizes the meeting and is intended to provide information to the Corps 
Engineers Visitor Center Initiative Team to evaluate for potential impact on draft policy 
recommendations. The purpose of the meeting was to provide training to Forest Service 
visitor center managers to improve their operation and management skills and to provide 
them with the opportunity to exchange information. An agenda for the entire meeting is 
attached as a pdf file. A variety of handouts were distributed. A few are listed below. 
Please contact me for copies. 

1. Grant Resources and Information, Bob Loudon, FS Grant Strategies Enterprise 
Team, see attached pdf file. 

2. Participating Agreement Between USDA, Bureau of Reclamation, NPS, BLM, 
Utah DNR, Ducks unlimited, and Salt Lake Convention and Tourism Bureau 
regarding I-80 West Visitor Information Center and Exhibits Project 

3. Participating Agreement Between USDA and Sinclair Oil Corp regarding 
Snowbasin Discovery Center Exhibits 

4. Challenge Cost-Share Agreement between Kaibab NF and the City of Williams 
for the Williams/ USDA FS Visitor Center 

5. PowerPoint entitled, “Integrating Accessibility into Visitor Center Facilities and 
Programs by Janet Zeller, Accessibility Program manager for the USDA Forest 
Service, ph. 202-205-9597, e-mail jzeller@fs.fed.us 

6. Exhibition Accessibility Checklist, Smithsonian Institute 
7. Developing Effective Partnerships, Don Howlett, Hiawatha NF 

 
 
 
Opening Remarks 
Gail van der Bie, Assistant Director, Facilities and Services, Recreation, Heritage and 
Wilderness Staff, Washington Office, ph. 202-205-1756 e-mail gvanderbie@fs.fed.us 
 
Gail participated in a Partnership Authority working group to evaluate partnership 
authorities and to define processes for the future. The task force finished the draft report 
and will present to FS Leadership April 18, 2002. The task force has identified 13 
legislative fixes. The following list was taken from here explanation of the executive 
summary: 
 

1. Statement from Congress to clarify their support of partnerships with non-profits. 
2. Definition of mutually beneficial agreements.  Better define the difference 

between grants and procurements.  
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3. Provide the flexibility to use Challenge cost share agreements at any share level 
and provide authority for the government to enter into re-imbursement 
agreements. 

4. Expand Cooperative Association authorities to broaden scope (similar to NPS 
authorities). 

5. Amend Forest Foundation authority to allow local units. 
6. Define employee role in fund raising efforts of non-profits (use NPS model). 
7. Clarify authority to deliver conservation education using appropriated funds and 

to work with partners to deliver programs. 
8. Allow partners credit for volunteer hours in calculating credit for cost share. 
9. Allow partnerships with colleges and universities not currently allowed. 

 
In addition to identification of problems with existing legislative authorities, the working 
group has a number of policy recommendations: 
 

1. Form task force to work 2-5 years to re-engineer partnering process and policy 
2. Develop handbook for partnering 
3. Simplify processes 
4. Provide more field level tools such as standardized agreements 
5. Provide better accounting of partners $ 
6. Provide flexibility for multi-year partnerships 
7. Training of field level personnel 
8. Develop a partnership resource center 
9. Identify partnership contact/mentors 
10. Work with regions to identify staffing needs 

 
Gail indicated that the FS has a sponsor in the house to work the legislation.  The Forest 
Service’s draft report Partnership Authorities Workgroup Report, Partnerships, 12 April 
2002 is available at 
http://www.fs.fed.us/r4/boise/pt/presentations/Draft_PAW_Report_04.12.02.pdf#xml=htt
p://www.fs.fed.us/cgi-
bin/texis/searchallsites/search.allsites/xml.txt?query=partnership+guide&db=allsites&id=
3d7fdf9a0/ganda/.  The report summarizes the Forest Service’s findings of previous 
partnership reviews, input from agency practitioners, input from partners, and analyzed 
existing regulations, policy memos, agency manuals and directives. 
a partnership guide, templates for agreements, clauses and links to other resources 
 
Opening Remarks 
Tom Thompson  
Deputy Chief, National Forest System, Washington Office 
 Tom focused his remarks on focused partnerships and community connections for Forest 
Service Visitor Centers. He stressed improvement of visitor services, joint ownership of 
Forest Service programs by all business functions, and reconnection to the field and the 
real customers. He gave his definition of leadership as the capacity to translate intention 
into reality. He asked managers to embrace corridor planning and think about recreation 
planning from the tourism perspective. 
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Keynote: Regional Tourism and Visitor Centers 
Ted Eubanks, President, Fermata Inc., P.O. Box 5485, Austin TX 78763, ph. 512-472-
0052 
 
Ted discussed at length demographic trends and the economic transformation that is 
taking place throughout the U.S.  Travel and tourism generates $541 billion and 7.8 
million jobs each year. Five of the top 10 travel related activities are park related. 46% of 
all Americans participate in “soft adventure” (camping, hiking, biking, water skiing, 
wildlife viewing). The top three recreation activities gaining in popularity are bird 
watching, hiking and primitive camping. The number 1 marketing tool for travel is the 
web. Visitor centers are portals to engage visitors with causal outdoor interests. They 
provide the nexus between the resource and the community. The future of visitor centers 
lie in targeting the rapidly increasing number of visitors who seek soft adventure such as 
wildlife viewing. Visitor centers should provide the orientation and education to engage 
the visitors with the resource. 
 
Note: Ted Eubanks in a nationally recognized expert on experimental tourism. He has 
been active in Texas working with the State legislature on Birding Feasibility Studies and 
sustainable economic development.  
 
Panel: Linking Centers to Regional Tourism Efforts 
 
Gordon Williams discussed partnerships between the Forest Service, BLM, Utah State 
Parks, NPS and others in connection with the winter Olympics.  An example was the 
addition of a new Discovery center at Snow Basin ski resort.  An organization was 
formed called VIS (Visitor Information Services) to provide comprehensive information 
to visitors about public lands in Utah.  This effort has grown to include most western 
states the web address is http://www.publiclands.org/html/home.html. 
 
Steve Hoeker discussed the partnerships, which provide the Northern Great Lakes Visitor 
Center. Here the USDA, NPS, USFW, Wisconsin Historical Society and the University 
of Wisconsin Extension provide a visitor center whose mission is to provide a gateway to 
the Northern Great Lakes. The center is a primary stop on the tour bus circuit and the lake 
cruise circuit. 
 
Jose Ortega discussed the El Portal Rain Forest Center in Puerto Rica. It is the premier 
interpretive facility to introduce cruise visitors to the natural environment of Puerto Rica. 
 
Keynote: “Friend Raising” 
Curt Burkhholtz, Executive Director, Rocky Mountain Nature Assoc., ph 970-586-
0108, e-mail curtb@rmna.org 
 
Curt’s talk focused on “Friend Raising”, the identification of our park’s true friends. 
These are the people who come to our parks frequently, year after year or each month. 
They are the park groupies. He advocates targeting this audience for the key members of 
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your “friends” group or Assoc. During his session we played the game, “Non-Profit-
opoly”. This is a real game where government managers learn how to partner with non-
profits.  
 
Note: Curt helped establish the RMNPA in 1986. He serves as co-trustee of a non-profit 
trust and has acted as advisor for more than two dozen “friends groups” .He has initiated 
fund raising projects that have resulted in 3 visitor centers, five accessible trails, one 
museum renovation, four land purchases and an endowed fellowship. 
 
Panel: How to Operate a Visitor Center in Partnership with Others 
 
See attached agenda for list of panel members. The panel discussed the role of 
Cooperative Associations in actively managing the visitor centers. The role of the 
Association examples ranged from business partnerships for sales to sites that were 
managed by the Assoc. Director and staffed by the Assoc. Ideas for success included fee-
based programs, dedicated fundraisers, active and committed board members. 
 
Keynote: Best Practices for Visitor Center Operations 
Pat Barry, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 
 
Pat emphasized Customer Service as the cornerstone of a successful visitor center 
program. Pat teaches his staff to do daily “random acts of exceptional customer service”. 
These acts are done deliberately to demonstrate to visitors that staff care and are willing 
to go the extra mile. The results are far reaching. 
 
Understanding BFES and How to Use It 
 
Dave Hackett, Program Manager for Developed Sites, Recreation, Heritage and 
Wilderness Resources, Washington Office 
 
Dave discussed the FS performance based budget system and how to make the most of it. 
He stressed matching outputs to production costs. He indicated that one outcome of 
BFES has been to shift target levels in the regions. Some regions gained and some lost $. 
He emphasized that managers need to talk about what you are doing with the $ you have 
instead of saying that you want/need more $. He indicated that managers should 
emphasize what they can do if they get more $ and what will happen if the get less $. In 
order to do this you will have to have a detailed program of work the list tasks, training, 
hours of operation, products produce, maintenance work/schedule, value of leveraged 
funds. All tasks should be prioritized to demonstrate what would happen at different 
funding levels. 
 
 
Know Your Volunteers 
Dr. James Abshire, Pacific Southwest Research Station 
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Dr. Abshire is a researcher for the FS and recently conducted a study of California State 
Parks Volunteers. The volunteer profile is older, female, educated and retired. 69% of 
volunteers travel 30 miles or less to the work site.  They usually volunteer less than five 
years and less that 100 hours per year. The most important reasons for volunteering are to 
interact with visitors and become part of a work family. There is much competition 
between Volunteer sectors. Factors that help to recruit and retain volunteers include 
training, amount of staff interaction, opportunities to use past skills. 
 
Panel-Honing Your Volunteer Management Skills 
 
See attached agenda for list of panel members. This panel emphasized treating volunteers 
as unpaid employees and connecting the volunteer work to the regular program of staff 
work. Committed management support must be evident.  
 
Panel-Nurturing Your Staff-Coaching, Training, Retaining 
 
See attached agenda for list of panel members. This panel emphasized training as a 
primary factor in retaining good volunteers. Here are some tips: 
 

1. Provide at least one week of training 
2. Meet and eat monthly 
3. Shadow paid staff 
4. 250 hours is awarded with new shirt or vest 
5. Provide mentors 
6. Tourism hospitality training 
7. Volunteer newsletter 
8. Award 500 hours with gift certificate from book store 
9. Quarterly social 

 
Panel-Working with Alternative Workforces 
See attached agenda for list of panel members. This panel discussed Enterprise teams that 
were formed as part of Al Gore’s re-invention of government initiative. Enterprise teams 
work nationwide as consultants, but are FS employees. Services are non-competitive. 
They work full time in their area of expertise. They operate as a business and the 
requesting site funds all work. Examples of enterprise teams include: exhibit design, 
interpretive planning, grant writing, marketing, and meeting planning/coordination.  
 
 
Breakout Sessions 
 
Track One- The Value of a Business Plan, Tom Christensen 
 
Track Two-Refurbishing Your Center, Terry Wong, Director Center for Design and 
Interpretation, Region 2 
 
I attended track two. It discussed in detail the following topics: 
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1. The interpretive planning process 
2. FS Built Environment Image Guide 
3. Project Development Process and Interpretive Master Plan 
4. Integrating Accessibility 
5. Case Studies: USDA Forest Service Information Center, Washington D.C. and 

Begich Boggs VC, Chugach NF 
6. Dialog with Participants 

 
 
 
 
Strategic Next Steps- Priorities for Washington Office  
 
This was an action planning session to identify priorities for the Washington Office. 
Participants divided into work groups and were asked to identify program needs and 
priorities. They were to report on their top 2 priorities. These lists were compared and the 
problems that appeared the most frequently were given a priority rating in the overall list. 
The number one priority that was identified for attention of Washington staff was to deal 
with partnership issues. Other issues identified were: 

1. Streamline approval processes 
2. Provide tools for partnering success 
3. Review position descriptions 
4. Provide professional career ladder 
5. Provide training on budget performance measures 
6. Elevate education and interpretation to equal level with other core FS business 

functions 
7. One stop shopping visitor information intranet site 
8. National meetings biannually and regional meetings in off year 
9. Standards for visitor centers 
10. Update forest service manual 
11. Elevate visitor center staff grades 
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Statement of Purpose

This document is a guide for promoting full access to interpretive media to ensure that people
with physical and mental disabilities have access to the same information necessary for safe and
meaningful visits to National Parks.  Just as the needs and abilities of individuals cannot be
reduced to simple statements, it is impossible to construct guidelines for interpretive media that
can apply to every situation in the National Park System.

These guidelines define a high level of programmatic access which can be met in most situations.
They articulate key areas of concern and note generally accepted solutions.
Due to the diversity of park resources and the variety of interpretive situations, flexibility and
versatility are important.

Each interpretive medium contributes to the total park program.  All media have inherent
strengths and weaknesses, and it is our intent to capitalize on their strengths and provide
alternatives where they are deficient.  It should also be understood that any interpretive medium
is just one component of the overall park experience.  in some instances, especially with regard
to learning disabilities, personal services, that is one-on-one interaction, may be the most
appropriate and versatile interpretive approach.

In the final analysis, interpretive design is subjective, and dependent on both aesthetic
considerations as well a the particular characteristics and resources available for a specific
program.  Success or failure should be evaluated by examining all interpretive offerings of a
park.  Due to the unique characteristics of each situation, parks should be evaluated on a case by
case basis.  Nonetheless, the goal is to fully comply with NPS policy:

"...To provide the highest level of accessibility possible and feasible for persons with visual,
hearing, mobility, and mental impairments, consistent with the obligation to conserve park
resources and preserve the quality of the park experience for everyone."
NPS Special Directive 83-3,  Accessibility for Disabled Persons



Audiovisual Programs

Audiovisual programs include video programs, and audio and interactive programs.  As a matter
of policy, all audiovisual programs produced by the Harpers Ferry Center will include some
method of captioning.  The Approach used will vary according to the conditions of the
installation area and the media format used, and will be selected in consultation with the parks
and regions.

The captioning method will be identified as early as possible in the planning process and will be
presented in an integrated setting where possible.  To the extent possible, visitors will be offered
a choice in viewing captioned or uncaptioned versions, but in situations where a choice is not
possible or feasible, a captioned version of all programs will be made available.  Park
management will decide on the most appropriate operational approach for the particular site.

Guidelines Affecting Visitors with Mobility Impairments

     1. The theater, auditorium, or viewing area should be accessible and free of architectural
barriers, or alternative accommodations will be provided.       UFAS 4.1.

     2. Wheelchair locations will be provided according to ratios outlined in UFAS 4.1.2(18a).

     3. Viewing heights and angles will be favorable for those in designated wheelchair
locations.

     4. In designing video or interactive components, control mechanisms will be placed in
accessible location, usually between 9" and 48" from the ground and no more than 24"
deep.

Guidelines Affecting Visitors with Visual Impairments

     Simultaneous audio description will be considered for installations where the equipment can
be

     properly installed and maintained.

Guidelines Affecting Visitors with Hearing Impairments

     1. All audiovisual programs will be produced with appropriate captions.

     2. Copies of scripts will be provided to the parks as a standard procedure.

     3. Audio amplification and listening systems will be provided in accordance with UFAS
4.1.2(18b).



Guidelines Affecting Visitors with Learning Impairments

     1. Unnecessarily complex and confusing concepts will be avoided.

     2. Graphic elements will be chosen to communicate without reliance on the verbal
component.

     3. Narration will be concise and free of unnecessary jargon and technical information.

Exhibits

Numerous factors affect the design of exhibits, reflecting the unique circumstances of the
specific space and the nature of the materials to be interpreted.  It is clear that thoughtful,
sensitive design can go a long way in producing exhibits that can be enjoyed by a broad range of
people.  Yet, due to the diversity of situations encountered, it is impossible to articulate
guidelines that can be applied universally.

In some situations, the exhibit designer has little or no control over the space.   Often exhibits are
placed in areas ill suited for that purpose, they may incorporate large or unyielding specimens,
may incorporate sensitive artifacts which require special environmental controls, and room decor
or architectural features may dictate certain solutions.  All in all, exhibit design is an art which
defies simple description.  However, one central concern is to communicate the message to the
largest audience possible.  Every reasonable effort will be made to eliminate any factors limiting
communication through physical modification or by providing an alternate means of
communication.

Guidelines Affecting Visitors with Mobility Impairments

Note:  The Americans with Disabilities Act Accessibility Guidelines (ADAAG) is the standard
followed by the National Park Service and is therefore the basis for the accessibility standards for
exhibits, where applicable.

1. Height/position of labels: Body copy on vertical exhibit walls should be placed at between
36" and 60" from the floor.

2. Artifact Cases:

a. Maximum height of floor of artifact case display area shall be no higher than 30" from
the floor of the room.  This includes vitrines that are recessed into an exhibit wall.

b. Artifact labels should be placed so as to be visible to a person within a 43" to 51" eye
level. This includes mounting labels within the case at an angle to maximize its visibility
to all viewers.



3. Touchable  Exhibits:  Touchable exhibits positioned horizontally should be placed no higher
than 30" from the floor. Also, if the exhibit is approachable only on one side, it should be no
deeper than  31".

4. Railings/barriers: Railings around any horizontal model or exhibit element shall have a
maximum height of 36” from the floor.

5. Information desks:  Information desks and sales counters shall include a section made to
accommodate both a visitor in a wheelchair and an employee in a wheelchair working on the
other side. A section of the desk/counter shall have the following dimensions:

a. Height from the floor to the top:  28 to 34 inches. (ADAAG 4.32.4)

b. Minimum knee clearance space: 27” high, 30” wide and 19” deep of clearance
underneath the desk is the minimum space required under ADAAG 4.32.3, but a space
30” high, 36” wide and 24” deep is recommended.

c. Width of top surface of section:  at least 36 inches. Additional space must be provided for
any equipment such as a cash register.

d. Area underneath desk:  Since both sides of the desk may have to accommodate a
wheelchair, this area should be open all the way through to the other side. In addition,
there should be no sharp or abrasive surfaces underneath the desk.  The floor space
behind the counter shall be free of obstructions.

6. Circulation Space:

a. Passageways through exhibits shall be at least 36" wide.

b. If an exhibit passageway reaches a dead-end, an area 60" by 78" should be provided at
the end for turning around.

c. Objects projecting from walls with their leading edges between 27" and 80" above the
floor shall protrude no more than 4" in passageways or aisles. Objects projecting from
walls with their leading edges at or below 27" above the floor can protrude any amount.

d. Free-standing objects mounted on posts or pylons may overhang a maximum of 12" from
27" to 80" above the floor. (ADAAG 4.4.1)

e. Protruding objects shall not reduce the clear width of an accessible route to less than the
minimum required amount. (ADAAG 4.4.1)

f. Passageways or other circulation spaces shall have a minimum clear head room of 80".
For example, signage hanging from the ceiling must have at least 80" from the floor to the
bottom edge of the sign. (ADAAG 4.4.2)



7. Floors:

a. Floors and ramps shall be stable, level, firm and slip-resistant.

b. Changes in level between 1/4" and 1/2" shall be beveled with a slope no greater than 1:2.
Changes in level greater than 1/2" shall be accomplished by means of a ramp that
complies with ADAAG 4.7 or 4.8. (ADAAG 4.5.2)

c. Carpet in exhibit areas shall comply with ADAAG 4.5.3 for pile height, texture, pad
thickness, and trim.

8. Seating - Interactive Stations/Work Areas:  The minimum knee space underneath a work desk
is 27" high, 30" wide and 19" deep, with a clear floor space of at least 30" by 30" in front.
The top of the desk or work surface shall be between 28" and 34" from the floor. (ADAAG
4.32, Fig.45)

Guidelines Affecting Visitors with Visual Impairments

1. Tactile models and other touchable exhibit items should be used whenever possible.
Examples of touchable exhibit elements include relief maps, scale models, raised images of
simple graphics, reproduction objects, and replaceable objects (such as natural history or
geological specimens, cultural history items, etc.).

2. Typography - Readability of exhibit labels by visitors with various degrees of visual
impairment shall be
 maximized by using the following guidelines:

a. Type size - No type in the exhibit shall be smaller than 24 point.

b. Typeface - The most readable typefaces should be used whenever possible, particularly
for body copy.  They are:  Times Roman, Palatino, Century, Helvetica and Universe.

c. Styles, Spacing - Text set in both caps and lower case is easier to read than all caps.
Choose letter spacing and word spacing for maximum readability.  Avoid too much italic
type.

d. Line Length - Limit the line length for body copy to no more than 45 to 50 characters
per line.

e. Amount of Text - Each unit of body copy should have a maximum of 45-60 words.

f. Margins - Flush left, ragged right margins are easiest to read.



3. Color:

a. Type/Background Contrast - Percentage of contrast between the type and the background
should be a minimum of 70% .

b. Red/Green - Do not use red on green or green on red as the type/background color
combination.

c. Do not place body copy on top of graphic images that impair readability.

4. Samples:  During the design process, it is recommended that samples be made for review of
all size, typeface and color combinations for labels in that exhibit.

5. Exhibit Lighting:

a. All labels shall receive sufficient, even light for good readability.  Exhibit text in areas
where light levels have been reduced for conservation purposes should have a minimum
of 10 footcandles of illumination.

b. Harsh reflections and glare should be avoided.

c. The lighting system shall be flexible enough to allow adjustments on-site.

d. Transitions between the floor and walls, columns or other structures should be made
clearly visible.  Finishes for vertical surfaces should contrast clearly with the floor finish.
Floor circulation routes should have a minimum of 10 footcandles of illumination.

6. Signage:   When permanent building signage is required as a part of an exhibit project, the
ADAAG guidelines shall be consulted.  Signs which designate permanent rooms and spaces
shall comply with ADAAG 4.30.1, 4.30.4, 4.30.5, and 4.30.6.  Other signs which provide
direction to or information about functional spaces of the building shall comply with
ADAAG 4.30.1, 4.30.2, 4.30.3, and 4.30.5.  Note:  When the International Symbol of
Accessibility (wheelchair symbol) is used, the word “Handicapped” shall not be used
beneath the symbol. Instead,  use the word “Accessible”.

Guidelines Affecting Visitors with Hearing Impairments

1. Information presented via audio formats will be duplicated in a visual medium, such as in the
exhibit label copy or by captioning.  All video programs incorporated into the exhibit which
contain audio shall be open captioned.

2. Amplification systems and volume  controls should be incorporated with audio equipment
used individually by the visitor, such as audio handsets.



3. Information desks shall allow for Telecommunication Devices for the Deaf (TDD)
equipment.

Guidelines Affecting Visitors with Learning Impairments

1. The exhibits will present the main interpretive themes on a variety of levels of complexity, so
they can be understood by people with varying abilities and interests.

2. The exhibits should avoid unnecessarily complex and confusing topics, technical terms, and
unfamiliar expressions.  Pronunciation aids should be provided where appropriate.

3. Graphic elements shall be used to communicate non-verbally.

4. The exhibits shall be a multi-sensory experience.  Techniques to maximize the number of
senses used in the exhibits should be encouraged.

5. Exhibit design shall use color and other creative approaches to facilitate comprehension of
maps by visitors with directional impairments.

Historic Furnishings

Historically refurnished rooms offer the public a unique interpretive experience by placing
visitors within historic spaces.  Surrounded by historic artifacts visitors can feel the spaces "come
alive" and relate more directly to the historic events or personalities commemorated by the park.

Accessibility is problematical in many NPS furnished sites because of the very nature of historic
architecture.  Buildings were erected with a functional point of view that is many times at odds
with our modern views of accessibility.

The approach used to convey the experience of historically furnished spaces will vary from site
to site.  The goals, however, will remain the same, to give the public as rich an interpretive
experience as possible given the nature of the structure.

Guidelines Affecting Visitors with Mobility Impairments

     1. The exhibit space should be free of architectural barriers or a method of alternate
accommodation should be provided, such as slide programs, videotaped tours, visual aids,
dioramas, etc.

     2. All pathways, aisles, and clearances shall (when possible) meet standards set forth in
UFAS 4.3 to provide adequate clearance for wheelchair routes.

     3. Ramps shall be as gradual as possible and not exceed a 1" rise in 12" run, and conform
with UFAS 4.8.



     4. Railings and room barriers will be constructed in such a way as to provide unobstructed
viewing by persons in wheelchairs.

     5. In the planning and design process, furnishing inaccessible areas, such as upper floors of
historic buildings, will be discouraged unless essential for interpretation.

     6. Lighting will be designed to reduce glare or reflections when viewed from a wheelchair.

     7. Alternative methods of interpretation, such as audiovisual programs, audio description,
photo albums, and personal services will be used in areas which present difficulty for
visitors with  physical impairments.

Guidelines Affecting Visitors with Visual Impairments

     1. Exhibit typefaces will be selected for readability and legibility, and conform with good
industry practice.

     2. Audio description will be used to describe furnished rooms, where appropriate.

     3. Windows will be treated with film to provide balanced light levels and minimize glare.

     4. Where appropriate, visitor-controlled rheostat-type lighting will be provided to augment
general room lighting.

     5. Where appropriate and when proper clearance has been approved, surplus artifacts or
reproductions will be utilized as "hands-on" tactile interpretive devices.

Guidelines Affecting Visitors with Hearing Impairments

     1. Information about room interiors will be presented in a visual medium such as exhibit
copy, text, pamphlets, etc.

     2. Captions will be provided for all AV programs relating to historic furnishings.

Guidelines Affecting the Visitors with Learning Impairments

     1. Where appropriate, hands-on participatory elements geared to the level of visitor
capabilities will be used.

     2. Living history activities and demonstrations which utilize the physical space as a method
of providing multi-sensory experiences will be encouraged.



Publications

A variety of publications are offered to visitors, ranging from park folders which provide an
overview and orientation to a park to more comprehensive handbooks.  Each park folder should
give a brief description of services available to visitors with disabilities, list significant barriers,
and note the existence of TDD phone numbers, if available.

In addition, informal site bulletins are often produced to provide more specialized information
about a specific site or topic.  It is recommended that each park produce an easily updatable
"Accessibility Site Bulletin" which could include detailed information about the specific
programs, services, and opportunities available for visitors with disabilities and to describe
barriers which are present in the park.   A template for this site bulletin will be on the Division of
Publications website for parks to create with ease, a consistent look throughout the park service.
These bulletins should be in large type, 16 points minimum and follow the large-print criteria
below.

Guidelines Affecting Visitors with Mobility Impairments

     1. Park folders, site bulletins, and sales literature will be distributed from accessible
locations and heights.

     2. Park folders and Accessibility Site Bulletins should endeavor to carry information on the
accessibility of buildings, trails, and programs visitors with disabilities.

Guidelines Affecting Visitors with Visual Impairments

1. Publications for the general public:

a. Text
(1) Size:  the largest type size appropriate for the format.

(preferred main body of text should be 10pt)
(2) Leading should be at least 20% greater than the font size used.
(3) Proportional letterspacing
(4) Main body of text set in caps and lower case.
(5) Margins are flush left and ragged right
(6) Little or no hyphenation is used at ends of lines.
(7) Ink coverage is dense
(8) Underlining does not connect with the letters being underlined.
(9) Contrast of typeface and illustrations to background is high (70% contrast is

            recommended)
(10) Photographs have a wide range of gray scale variation.
(11) Line drawings or floor plans are clear and bold, with limited detail and
       minimum 8 pt type.
(12) No extreme extended or compressed typefaces are used for  main text.



(13) Reversal type should be minimum of 11 point medium or bold
             sans serif type.

b. The paper:
(1) Surface preferred is a matte finish. Dull coated stock is acceptable.
(2) Has sufficient weight to avoid “show-through” on pages printed on both sides.

2. Large-print version publications:

a. Text
(1) Size: minimum16 point type.
(2) Leading is 16 on 20pt.
(3) Proportional letterspacing
(4) Main body of text set in caps and lower case.
(5) Margins are flush left and ragged right.
(6) Little or no hyphenation is used at ends of lines.
(7) Ink coverage is dense.
(8) Underlining does not connect with the letters being underlined.
(9) Contrast of typeface and illustrations to background is high (70% contrast is

            recommended)
(10) Photographs have a wide range of gray scale variation.
(11) Line drawings or floor plans are clear and bold, with limited detail and minimum

             14 pt type.
(12) No extreme extended or compressed typefaces are used for main text.
(13) Sans-serif or simple-serif typeface
(14) No oblique or italic typefaces
(15) Maximum of 50 characters (average) per line.
(16) No type is printed over other designs.
(17) Document has a flexible binding, preferably one that allows the publication to lie

             flat.
(18) Gutter margins are a minimum of 22mm; outside margin smaller but not less than

             13mm.

b. Paper:
(1) Surface is off-white or natural with matte finish.
(2) Has sufficient weight to avoid “show-through” on pages printed on both sides.

       3.  Maps:

a. The less clutter the map, the more visitors that can use it.
b. The ultimate is one map that is large-print and tactile.
c. Raised line/tactile maps are something that could be developed in future, using our
      present digital files and a thermaform machine.  Lines are distinguished by
lineweight,
     color and height.  Areas are distinguished by color, height, and texture.



d. The digital maps are on an accessible web site.
e. Same paper guides as above.
f. Contrast of typeface background is high. (70% contrast is recommended)
g. Proportional letterspacing
h. Labels set in caps and lower case
i. Map notes are flush left and ragged right.
j. Little or no hyphenation is used as ends of lines.
k. No extreme extended or compressed typefaces are used for main text.
l. Sans-serif or simple-serif typeface.

     4. The text contained in the park folder should also be available on audio cassette, CD and
accessible web site.  Handbooks, accessibility guides, and other publications should be
similarly recorded where possible.

     5.    The official park publication is available in a word processing format. This could be
translated into Braille as needed.

Guidelines Affecting Visitors with Hearing Impairments

Park site bulletins will note the availability of such special services as sign language
interpretation

and captioned programs.

Guidelines Affecting Visitors with Learning Impairments

1. The park site bulletin should list any special services available to these visitors.

2. Publications:

a. Use language that appropriately describes persons with disabilities.
b. Topics will be specific and of general interest.  Unnecessary complexity will be

avoided.
c. Whenever possible, easy to understand graphics will be used to convey ideas, rather

than text alone.
d. Unfamiliar expressions, technical terms, and jargon will be avoided.   Pronunciation

aids and definitions will be provided where needed.
e. Text will be concise and free of long paragraphs and wordy language.

Wayside Exhibits

Wayside exhibits, which include outdoor interpretive exhibits and signs, orientation shelter
exhibits, trailhead exhibits, and bulletin boards, offer special advantages to visitors with
disabilities.  The liberal use of photographs, artwork, diagrams, and maps, combined with highly
readable type, make wayside exhibits an excellent medium for visitors with hearing and learning



impairments.  For visitors with sight impairments, waysides offer large type and high legibility.

Although a limited number of NPS wayside exhibits will always be inaccessible to visitors with
mobility impairments, the great majority are placed at accessible pullouts, viewpoints, parking
areas, and trailheads.

The NPS accessibility guidelines for wayside exhibits help insure a standard of quality that will
be

appreciated by all visitors.  Nearly everyone benefits from high quality graphics, readable type,
comfortable base designs, accessible locations, hard-surfaced exhibit pads, and well-landscaped
exhibit sites.

While waysides are valuable on-site "interpreters," it should be remembered that the park
resources themselves are the primary things visitors come to experience.  Good waysides focus
attention on the features they interpret, and not on themselves.  A wayside exhibit is only one of
the many interpretive tools which visitors can use to enhance their appreciation of a park.

Guidelines Affecting Visitors with Mobility Impairments

     1. Wayside exhibits will be installed at accessible locations whenever possible.

     2. Wayside exhibits will be installed at heights and angles favorable for viewing by most
visitors including those in wheelchairs.  For standard NPS low-profile units the
recommended height is 30 inches from the bottom edge of the exhibit panel to the
finished grade; for vertical exhibits the height of 6-28 inches.

     3. Trailhead exhibits will include information on trail conditions which affect  accessibility.

     4. Wayside exhibits sites will have level, hard surfaced exhibit pads.

     5. Exhibit sites will offer clear, unrestricted views of park features described in exhibits.

Guidelines Affecting Visitors with Visual Impairments

     1. Exhibit type will be as legible and readable as possible.

     2. Panel colors will be selected to reduce eye strain and glare, and to provide excellent
readability under field conditions.  White should not be used as a background color.

     3. Selected wayside exhibits may incorporate audio stations or tactile elements such as
models, texture blocks, and relief maps.

     4. For all major features interpreted by wayside exhibits, the park should offer non-visual
interpretation covering the same subject matter.  Examples include cassette tape tours,
radio messages, and ranger talks.



     5. Appropriate tactile cues should be provided to help visually impaired visitors locate
exhibits.

Guidelines Affecting Visitors with Hearing Impairments

     1. Wayside exhibits will communicate visually, and will rely heavily on graphics to interpret
park resources.

     2. Essential information included in audio station messages will be duplicated in written
form, either as part of the exhibit text or with printed material.

Guidelines Affecting Visitors with Learning Impairments

     1. Topics for wayside exhibits will be specific and of general interest.  Unnecessary
complexity will be avoided.

     2. Whenever possible, easy to understand graphics will be used to convey ideas, rather than
text alone.

     3. Unfamiliar expressions, technical terms, and jargon will be avoided.   Pronunciation aids
and definitions will be provided where needed.

     4. Text will be concise and free of long paragraphs and wordy language.
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	Bonneville L&D
	(541) 374-8820
	Tracy Spry
	Lake Red Rock
	(641) 828-7522
	Joe Bertolini*
	Caesar Creek Lake
	(513) 897-1050
	Leane Cruitt
	MVS
	No Phone # given
	Danny Sandersfeld
	MVS
	No phone # given
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