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1
 A state constitutional amendment was passed in 1996 that 

made it generally unlawful to take wildlife with any leghold 
trap, any instant kill body-gripping design trap, or by poison 
or snare in the state of Colorado (Colorado Revised 
Statutes 33-6-203). 
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Figure 1. Cross-Section Showing Great Sand Dunes Life System 
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Primary features, facilities, and programs 
provide opportunities for large numbers of 
people to enjoy and learn about the park. 
This zone does not occur in wilderness.

These are natural areas for visitor enjoy-
ment of the dunes and Medano Creek, two 
of the park’s prime resources. This zone 
occurs primarily in wilderness.

This zone provides access to backcountry 
adventure or natural/wild zones by 
providing vehicle travel routes and/or 
trailheads. This zone does not occur in 
wilderness.

Protecting sensitive resources is the 
focus of this zone. Learning about these 
resources is important, and protection is 
provided by guiding or escorting visitors. 
This zone occurs in wilderness or 
nonwilderness.

These are natural landscapes with a few 
facilities such as designated trails, back-
country campsites, and backcountry 
patrol cabins. This zone occurs in 
wilderness or nonwilderness.

This is the wildest zone. It protects 
natural resources and provides 
opportunities for physical challenge, 
adventure, and solitude. This zone 
occurs in wilderness or nonwilderness.

This zone is primarily to support 
management and administration of 
the park or other mandated activities 
such as the Closed Basin Project. 
This zone does not occur in 
wilderness.

Natural processes and landscapes are 
unaltered, except within or directly 
adjacent to the limited number of 
developed sites or areas. In frontcountry 
zone developed areas, natural processes 
and landscapes may be altered or 
manipulated to restore damaged areas, to 
preserve or maintain cultural resources, or 
to direct visitor use to avoid resource 
impacts. Alterations are designed to blend 
with the natural landscape as much as 
possible.

Natural processes are unaltered. Lasting 
evidence of recreational use is not 
apparent (evidence is temporary). 

These are unpaved vehicle travel routes or 
trailheads from which backcountry 
adventure or natural/wild zones can be 
accessed. Parts of the natural landscape 
may be altered to protect resources from 
impacts (e.g., installing culverts under 
roads). Alterations are designed to blend 
with the natural landscape. There is little to 
no roadside damage to vegetation and soils 
from vehicles passing each other. 
Resources may be manipulated when 
necessary to restore damaged areas, to 
preserve or maintain cultural resources, or 
to direct visitor use to avoid resource 
impacts. 

These are areas where visitor use is 
permitted only with a guide or escort to 
protect particularly sensitive resources. 
Travel is via horseback or foot (or vehicle 
in nonwilderness areas). Parts of the 
natural landscape may be altered (e.g., 
designated trails and backcountry toilets 
installed) to protect resources from 
negative impacts. Resources may be 
manipulated when necessary to restore 
damaged areas, to preserve or maintain 
cultural resources, or to direct visitor use 
to avoid resource impacts. Alterations 
are designed to blend with the natural 
landscape. 

Natural systems and processes prevail, 
with minimal human alteration. Seg-
ments of the natural landscape may be 
altered (e.g., campsites defined, water 
bars and privies installed) to protect 
resources from negative impacts. 
Resources may be manipulated when 
necessary to restore damaged areas, to 
preserve or maintain cultural resources, 
or to direct visitor use to avoid resource 
impacts. Alterations are designed to 
blend with the natural landscape. 

Natural systems and processes prevail, 
and natural and cultural resources are 
generally unaltered and unaffected by 
human influences. Evidence of 
recreational use is not readily apparent. 
Resource inventory and monitoring 
activities help to identify and protect 
resources. Rare or special plant 
communities receive management 
emphasis for preservation and 
protection. Archeological sites are 
protected in place. Natural soundscapes 
and the dark night sky predominate. 

Natural processes and resources are 
in good condition, but may be altered 
to support park operations (or other 
mandated activities such as the 
Closed Basin Project); the degree of 
alteration is dependent on need. 
Resources may also be altered or 
manipulated to preserve/maintain 
cultural resources, restore damaged 
areas, or to direct use to prevent 
additional resource impacts. 
Alterations blend in visually with the 
surrounding landscape or facilities to 
the extent possible.  

These easily accessible, high-use areas 
that focus on a connection with and 
appreciation of special park resources. 
Visitors are offered a variety of 
opportunities for onsite interpretation and 
education; understanding park themes is a 
priority. Sights and sounds of people 
and/or vehicles are expected. Encounters 
with others, including park staff, are likely, 
especially around developed facilities. 
Basic necessities and conveniences are 
provided, so visitors don’t need a high 
degree of self-reliance or outdoor skills. 
This zone is popular and well-suited for 
family recreation. 

Experiencing Medano Creek and the high 
dunes are a focus of this zone. Visitors 
have opportunities for primitive and 
unconfined recreation and a sense of 
freedom in a natural landscape. There is a 
low expectation for solitude because this is 
a key area for park visitors, but it’s 
possible to find solitude within 0.25 mile of 
the dunes parking lot. This zone is popular 
and well-suited for family recreation. 

Travel is generally by passenger vehicle, 
horseback, or bicycle. Visitors have 
opportunities to view or access some of the 
park’s prime resources from roads or 
trailheads. There is a sense of being in a 
natural landscape. There are some 
opportunities for adventure and discovery. 
The expectation for solitude is low during 
peak visitor periods, but congestion due to 
numbers of vehicles occurs only on summer 
holiday weekends. Visitors are somewhat 
self-reliant and need basic outdoor skills. 
There may be limits on numbers of people 
or vehicles to protect resources or visitor 
experiences.

Opportunities to learn about these 
special resources while protecting them 
are provided by guiding or escorting 
visitors. Visitors have a sense of being in 
a natural landscape. There are low 
expectations for solitude since visitors 
generally travel in groups. Opportunities 
for discovery are great since facilitated 
learning and enjoyment are the primary 
focus of this zone. Visitors do not need a 
high degree of self-reliance or outdoor 
skills since basic necessities are 
provided. There may be limits on group 
size or numbers of groups to protect 
resources and enhance visitor 
experience.

Travel is by foot or horseback. Visitors 
have a sense of being in the natural 
landscape with opportunities to view, 
access, and experience some of the 
park’s prime resources. Encounters with 
other visitors are common on trails 
during park busy periods, but solitude 
can always be found in off-trail areas. 
Visitors are somewhat self-reliant and 
need basic outdoor skills. There are 
some opportunities for adventure and 
discovery. Visitors have opportunities to 
experience natural soundscapes and 
lightscapes. There may be limits on 
numbers of visitors, length of stay, group 
size, and overnight use to protect 
resources or visitor experience. A visitor 
permit system may be implemented if 
needed to protect resources. 

Visitors explore and enjoy relatively 
remote areas in a natural setting by foot 
or horseback. Opportunities for solitude, 
independence, closeness to nature, and 
adventure are readily available. Expecta-
tion for solitude is high and it can be 
found in most areas of this zone; there 
are few encounters with other people. 
Visitors are self-reliant and require good 
outdoor skills because these areas are 
without comforts or conveniences. 
Visitors have opportunities to experience 
natural soundscapes and lightscapes. 
There may be limits on numbers of 
visitors, length of stay, and overnight 
use. A visitor permit system may be 
implemented if needed to protect 
resources or visitor experience. 

This zone is intended primarily to 
serve NPS operational and 
administrative needs, but 
accommodates some visitor 
activities. Generally, it may be used 
as a hiking or horseback travel route 
for visitors with or without guides, 
and as a vehicle travel route for 
visitors traveling with NPS-approved 
guides. Hunters may use this zone 
as a vehicle travel route if they have 
special permission and/or are 
accompanied by land management 
agency staff. However, there may be 
specific cases (e.g., near Medano 
Ranch headquarters or Big and Little 
Spring) where there are some visitor 
limitations. 



Common visitor activities include scenic 
driving, viewing scenic vistas, taking short 
walks on designated trails, camping, and 
picnicking. Interpretive and educational 
programs may be provided. Horse or pack 
animal use is not permitted, but loading 
and unloading stock and trailer parking is 
allowed. Culturally significant resources, 
including historic structures, may be used 
for visitor or administrative purposes. 
Appropriate kinds of facilities include 
visitor centers, visitor entrance stations, 
slow-speed paved or gravel roads, parking 
areas, horse loading and unloading areas, 
trailer parking, formal campgrounds, picnic 
areas, amphitheaters, surfaced trails, 
communications facilities, and operational 
facilities (offices, NPS housing, horse 
corrals, etc.). Appropriate commercial 
services include limited convenience 
concessions, modest shuttle services, 
horseback riding tours, and dog boarding. 

Common visitor activities include wading, 
climbing and sliding on the high dunes, 
sand and water play (the latter when the 
creek is flowing), and guided interpretive 
and educational programs. No facilities 
except small signs. No trails, camping, 
horseback riding, or motorized vehicles. In 
designated wilderness, management is 
consistent with NPS wilderness 
management policies. No commercial 
services would be appropriate in this zone. 

Common visitor activities include scenic 
driving, horseback riding, and bicycling. 
Appropriate kinds of facilities include 
unpaved roads, trailheads, horse loading 
areas, primitive campgrounds, vault or 
composting toilets, and information/ 
entrance kiosks. Appropriate commercial 
services include guided activities: hunting 
(preserve only), fishing, hiking, horseback 
riding, photography, bird/ wildlife viewing, 
and backcountry four-wheel-drive tours 
(beginning and ending outside the park) on 
designated routes. 

Visitor activities include guided interpre-
tive and educational tours on horseback, 
by foot, or (in nonwilderness areas) by 
vehicle. Appropriate kinds of facilities 
include unpaved roads, trails, wayside 
exhibits, vault or composting toilets, and 
information kiosks. Appropriate 
commercial services include concession-
operated guided vehicle, horseback, and 
hiking tours. In designated wilderness, 
management is consistent with NPS 
wilderness management policies. 

Common visitor activities include hiking, 
backpacking, hunting (in the preserve 
only), fishing, backcountry camping, and 
horseback riding (bicycles are not 
permitted). Visitor access is by foot or 
horseback. Appropriate kinds of facilities 
include primitive or maintained trails, 
trails marked by cairns or markers, 
backcountry campsites, backcountry 
privies, and patrol cabins. In designated 
wilderness, management is consistent 
with NPS wilderness management 
policies. Appropriate commercial 
services include guided activities: 
hunting and fishing, hiking, horseback 
riding, pack animal trips, photography, 
bird/wildlife viewing, and mountain-
eering/climbing. 

Common visitor activities include off-trail 
hiking, backcountry camping, horseback 
riding, guided or unguided hunting 
(within the national preserve only), and 
fishing. Visitor access is by foot or 
horseback (bicycling is not permitted). 
Overnight use may be limited in certain 
areas. Management activities include 
research and monitoring, and 
stabilization and restoration of natural 
and cultural resources. There are 
generally no facilities (examples of 
exceptions: unmaintained historic 
structures, research plots, and 
monitoring wells). In designated 
wilderness, management is consistent 
with NPS wilderness management 
policies. Occasional administrative use 
of mechanized tools or transport may be 
used, as necessary, outside of 
wilderness. Appropriate commercial 
services include guided activities: 
hunting and fishing, hiking, horseback 
riding, pack animal trips, photography, 
bird/wildlife viewing, and mountain-
eering/climbing. 

Visitor activities include 
environmental education programs, 
guided interpretive and educational 
tours on horseback, by foot, or (in 
nonwilderness areas) by vehicle. 
Appropriate kinds of facilities include 
visitor information signs; structures 
serving as a base for management 
or maintenance activities (offices, 
shops, storage buildings, patrol 
cabins); housing; communications 
facilities, outdoor storage areas; 
environmental education, 
interpretation, and research facilities; 
unpaved roads, fences, and ditches. 
Management activities include 
maintenance, planning, and 
overseeing operations, research, 
monitoring resources and visitor 
activities, and vehicle travel to 
remote park areas. Appropriate 
commercial services include guided 
activities: hiking, horseback riding, 
and vehicle tours on designated 
routes (in nonwilderness), including 
backcountry four-wheel-drive tours 
originating outside the park. 

When the dunes parking lot fills, visitors 
park along shoulders of dunes lot access 
road and the main park road. Parking on 
road shoulders compacts soils and 
damages vegetation.  
 

Possible indicator: vegetation damage 
along road shoulders; number of vehicles 
parking along roadside may be an easy to 
monitor surrogate indicator.  
 
Possible management actions to address 
this concern: parking lot reconfiguration 
(underway), continue to publicize park 
busy times so visitors can avoid them, 
provide modest shuttle service, redirect 
visitors to other areas of the park. 
 
There is a proliferation of social trails 
along the east side of Medano Creek, 
between the north dunes lot and the 
campground.  
 
Possible indicator: linear feet of social 
trails.  
 
Possible management actions to address 
this concern: install hiking/ biking path 
from campground to dunes lot. 

Medano Creek water quality—waste from 
horses upstream, humans (from babies 
and discarded diapers), and dogs in the 
creek is a concern. (Note: this is also a 
visitor experience concern.)  
 
Possible indicator (underway): fecal 
coliform counts in/near the dunes play 
area.  
 
Possible management actions to address 
this concern: establish limits on numbers 
(or duration of stay) of horses upstream, 
close area temporarily to dogs and/or 
visitors if public health standards are 
exceeded, prohibit dogs in the creek area 
altogether, establish special area 
downstream where dogs are allowed, 
require special swim diapers for babies.  

Most drivers keep to road corridors, but a 
few drive off the road illegally, damaging 
soils and plant life outside the road corridor.  
 
Possible indicator: amount of vegetation 
damage outside the road corridor.  
 
Possible management actions to address 
this concern (some underway): install 
special fabric in areas of deeper sand to 
provide a stable base and improve traction, 
install posts along the road to better 
delineate road corridor, install signs 
encouraging drivers to stay on the road, 
increase visitor contacts, work with user 
groups to enhance understanding of 
impacts and how to avoid them, alternate 
traffic flow during busy times to 
reduce/eliminate the need for cars to pass, 
inform drivers at entrance station about dry 
sand conditions, require permits for road 
use (excluding Medano Pass primitive 
road). 

Potential damage to archeological sites 
and sensitive wetlands areas. (Note: the 
intent is to minimize this concern by 
using guided tours.)  

Possible indicators: amount of soil 
disturbance, erosion, loss of artifacts, 
etc., as measured by photo comparisons 
and/or survey plots.  

Possible management actions to address 
this concern: limit visitor use in terms of 
group size, tour frequency, time (daily or 
seasonally), and space as needed to 
protect sensitive resources. 

There is concern about invasive 
nonnative plants becoming established, 
especially in more accessible areas of 
the expanded national park that are 
newly open to public use (e.g., the 
northernmost portion of the national 
park, and Deadman and Sand Creek 
corridors).  
 
Possible indicators: incidence of such 
plants in new areas.  
 
Possible management actions to 
address this concern: require use of 
weed-free hay, increased education, and 
other visitor-oriented measures to limit 
spread of weed seeds. 
 
There is concern about soil compaction, 
social trails, erosion, vegetation 
trampling and loss, and tree damage in 
areas of heavy visitor/equestrian use 
(e.g., around Upper Sand Creek Lake) 
and in areas of new visitor use (e.g., 
northernmost portion of the national 
park). This is also a visitor experience 
concern.  
 
 

Same as for the backcountry adventure 
zone. 

This zone is located in disturbed 
areas (established roads and trails, 
Medano Ranch headquarters, etc.), 
so the main resource concern is use-
related impacts to historic structures 
at Medano Ranch.  
 
Possible indicators: damage or wear 
and tear on adaptively used historic 
structures.  
 
Possible management actions to 
address this concern: limit visitor use 
(group size, tour frequency, area, 
etc.), reinforce or protect structures 
to protect historic integrity. 



 
Possible indicators: linear feet of social 
trails, number and size of problem sites 
(e.g., denuded areas, wide muddy spots 
on trails), number of damaged trees.  
 
Possible management actions to 
address this concern: rehabilitate 
disturbed areas, create designated 
campsites, install planking across wet 
areas, require ―leave-no-trace‖ practices, 
allow stoves only (no wood fires), require 
backcountry permits, limit number (or 
duration of stay) of horses. 
 
There is a human waste problem—a 
health, water quality, and visitor 
experience concern—from visitors who 
do not adhere to the park’s sanitary 
regulations, particularly in the Upper and 
Lower Sand Creek lakes area.  
 
Possible indicators: fecal coliform counts 
in nearby lakes and streams, toilet tissue 
―counts‖ or surveys.  
 
Possible management actions to 
address this concern: provide primitive 
toilets in problem areas, require visitors 
to pack waste out, expand education 
efforts. 
 
Wildlife concerns include bears 
becoming habituated to humans, 
declining bighorn sheep numbers 
(unknown cause), and fishing impacts on 
reestablished native fish populations.  
 
Possible indicators: fish surveys, number 
of human/bear encounters, bighorn 
sheep population size/health.  
 
Possible management actions to 
address these concerns: require use of 
bear canisters/lockers for food (under-
way); fishing restrictions designed, in 
consultation with CDOW, to protect 
native fishes, bighorn sheep research 
conducted jointly by the National Park 
Service and CDOW. 



When the dunes parking lot fills, visitors 
park along the shoulders of the dunes lot 
access road and portions of the main park 
road. Visitors then walk along the road to 
reach dunes access points. This is a 
visitor experience and safety concern. 
 
Possible indicator: proportion of visitors 
who encountered people walking along 
the road and perceived it to be a problem 
(exit survey), number of vehicles parking 
along roadside may be an easy to monitor 
surrogate indicator.  
 
Possible management actions to address 
this concern: same as for resource 
conditions concerns (see above). 

Some visitors indicate that they are 
bothered by crowding. 
 
Possible indicator: proportion of visitors 
who say they feel crowded in the dunes 
play area (exit survey). 
 
Possible management actions to address 
this concern: provide information about 
where to go in this zone to find solitude, 
continue to publicize park busy times so 
visitors can avoid them, install a Web 
camera in the dunes parking lot so 
potential visitors can tell when the area 
tends to be busy. 
 
Park staff occasionally receive complaints 
about dogs who are aggressive and/or off-
leash. 
 
Possible indicator: number of complaints 
received per week, proportion of visitors 
who encountered problem dogs (exit 
survey).  
 
Possible management actions to address 
this concern: prohibit dogs in this area. 

Crowding and congestion in certain areas.  
 
Possible indicators: proportion of road users 
who say they felt crowded (exit survey); 
number of times parking areas fill (parking 
lot use is closely correlated with road use, 
and parking lots are simpler to monitor).  
 
Possible management actions to address 
this concern: continue to publicize busy 
times so visitors can avoid them, and work 
cooperatively with the USFS regarding 
capacity and management in large areas 
with a common boundary. 
 
Crowding at backcountry campsites in the 
national preserve (some individual sites get 
crowded when people try to park as many 
as seven or eight cars at one site).  
 
Possible indicators: proportion of campers 
who say they felt crowded (exit survey), 
number of vehicles counted during patrols 
(easy to count surrogate). 
 
Possible management actions to address 
this concern (underway): use barriers or 
better delineate sites to prevent extra 
vehicles, create regulatory limit on number 
of vehicles that can park at each site. 

The National Park Service desires that 
visitors enjoy and are satisfied with 
guided tours.  
 
Possible indicator: proportion of visitors 
satisfied with their guided tour (end-of-
tour survey).  
 
Possible management actions to address 
this concern: alter tour details, within 
limits, to correct deficiencies (ongoing 
problems would not be expected).  

In this zone, solitude is a desired 
condition in off-trail areas, but the zone 
allows for frequent encounters along 
trails during busy visitor periods. The 
Upper and Lower Sand Creek lakes 
areas are of particular concern; use is 
increasing so that it’s difficult at times to 
find solitude and good camping 
locations.  
 
Possible indicator: proportion of visitors 
who saw or heard too many other 
visitors in off-trail areas (exit survey).  
 
Possible management actions to 
address this concern: tighter restrictions 
on camping around lakes, create 
designated campsites, require visitor 
permits, work cooperatively with the 
USFS regarding capacity and 
management in large areas with a 
common boundary.

In this zone, a desired condition is that 
solitude can be found and there are few 
encounters with other people. The Upper 
and Lower Sand Creek lakes areas are 
of particular concern; use is increasing 
so that it’s difficult at times to find 
solitude and good camping locations.  
 
Possible indicator: proportion of visitors 
who saw or heard too many other 
visitors in off-trail areas (exit survey).  
 
Possible management actions to 
address this concern: tighter restrictions 
on camping around lakes, require visitor 
permits, work cooperatively with the 
USFS regarding capacity, and 
management in large areas with a 
common boundary. 

The National Park Service desires 
that visitors enjoy and are satisfied 
with interpretive and educational 
activities (at Medano Ranch).  
 
Possible indicator: proportion of 
visitors satisfied with such activities 
(exit survey).  
 
Possible management actions to 
address this concern: alter 
interpretive and educational activities 
and services to correct deficiencies.  
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INTRODUCTION 



2
 A June 10, 2002, National Park Service memo from 

the associate director, Park Operations and 
Education, titled "Clarifying the Wilderness Review 
Process" provided detailed guidance on conducting a 
wilderness suitability assessment. This memo is an 
insert to Reference Manual 41: Wilderness 
Preservation and Management. 











 

 

 

 



Table C-1. Great Sand Dunes Wilderness Status and Recommendations 

 Category 
Subtotals 

(approx. acres) 

Area 
(approx. 
acres) 

Designated by Congress   75,584 

Designated Wilderness  73,143  

Potential Wilderness – NPS ownership, not yet converted  750  

Potential Wilderness – private subsurface mineral ownership  1,691  

    

Wilderness Recommendation   53,013 

Recommended Designated Wilderness – NPS ownership  4,556  

Recommended Potential Wilderness  48,457  

The Nature Conservancy ownership 6,393   

Private subsurface mineral ownership 24,092   

State ownership 17,920   

Other private ownership 52   

    

Total Designated and Recommended Wilderness   128,597 







 





 

 

 











 

 

 

 



Table D-1. Proposed Classifications 

Creek Classification 

Mosca Creek Scenic 

Medano Creek Scenic 

Castle Creek Wild 

Sawmill Creek Wild 

Buck Creek Wild 

Little Medano Creek Wild 

Cold Creek Wild 

Sand Creek (from the headwaters to the  
mountain front) 

Wild 

Sand Creek (from the mountain front to  
where it exits the park) 

Wild 

Deadman Creek Wild 

Big Spring Creek Scenic 
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