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1 NRCA Background Information 
 
Natural Resource Condition Assessments (NRCAs) evaluate current conditions for a subset of natural 
resources and resource indicators in national park units, hereafter “parks.” NRCAs also report on trends in 
resource condition (when possible), identify critical data gaps, and characterize a general level of 
confidence for study findings. The resources and indicators emphasized in a given project depend on the 
park’s resource setting, status of resource stewardship planning and science in identifying high-priority 
indicators, and availability of data and expertise to assess current conditions for a variety of potential 
study resources and indicators.  

NRCAs represent a relatively new approach to assessing 
and reporting on park resource conditions. They are meant 
to complement—not replace—traditional issue- and threat-
based resource assessments. As distinguishing 
characteristics, all NRCAs: 

• are multi-disciplinary in scope;1  
• employ hierarchical indicator frameworks;2 
• identify or develop reference conditions/values for 

comparison against current conditions;3 
• emphasize spatial evaluation of conditions and GIS 

(map) products;4 
• summarize key findings by park areas; and5 
• follow national NRCA guidelines and standards for study design and reporting products.  

Although the primary objective of NRCAs is to report on current conditions relative to logical forms of 
reference conditions and values, NRCAs also report on trends, when appropriate (i.e., when the 
underlying data and methods support such reporting), as well as influences on resource conditions. These 
influences may include past activities or conditions that provide a helpful context for understanding 
current conditions, and/or present-day threats and stressors that are best interpreted at park, watershed, or 
landscape scales (though NRCAs do not report on condition status for land areas and natural resources 

                                                      
1 The breadth of natural resources and number/type of indicators evaluated will vary by park.  

2 Frameworks help guide a multi-disciplinary selection of indicators and subsequent “roll up” and reporting of data for measures 
 conditions for indicators  condition summaries by broader topics and park areas  

3 NRCAs must consider ecologically-based reference conditions, must also consider applicable legal and regulatory standards, 
and can consider other management-specified condition objectives or targets; each study indicator can be evaluated against one 
or more types of logical reference conditions. Reference values can be expressed in qualitative to quantitative terms, as a single 
value or range of values; they represent desirable resource conditions or, alternatively, condition states that we wish to avoid or 
that require a follow-on response (e.g., ecological thresholds or management “triggers”). 

4 As possible and appropriate, NRCAs describe condition gradients or differences across a park for important natural resources 
and study indicators through a set of GIS coverages and map products.  

5 In addition to reporting on indicator-level conditions, investigators are asked to take a bigger picture (more holistic) view and 
summarize overall findings and provide suggestions to managers on an area-by-area basis: 1) by park ecosystem/habitat types or 
watersheds, and 2) for other park areas as requested. 

NRCAs Strive to Provide… 

Credible condition reporting for 
a subset of important park 

natural resources and 
indicators 

Useful condition summaries by 
broader resource categories or 

topics, and by park areas 
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beyond park boundaries). Intensive cause-and-effect analyses of threats and stressors, and development of 
detailed treatment options, are outside the scope of NRCAs.  

Due to their modest funding, relatively quick timeframe for completion, and reliance on existing data and 
information, NRCAs are not intended to be exhaustive. Their methodology typically involves an informal 
synthesis of scientific data and information from multiple and diverse sources. Level of rigor and 
statistical repeatability will vary by resource or indicator, reflecting differences in existing data and 
knowledge bases across the varied study components.  

The credibility of NRCA results is derived from the data, methods, and reference values used in the 
project work, which are designed to be appropriate for the stated purpose of the project, as well as 
adequately documented. For each study indicator for which current condition or trend is reported, we will 
identify critical data gaps and describe the level of confidence in at least qualitative terms. Involvement of 
park staff and National Park Service (NPS) subject-matter experts at critical points during the project 
timeline is also important. These staff will be asked to assist with the selection of study indicators; 
recommend data sets, methods, and reference conditions and values; and help provide a multi-disciplinary 
review of draft study findings and products. 

NRCAs can yield new insights about current park resource conditions but, in many cases, their greatest 
value may be the development of useful documentation regarding known or suspected resource conditions 
within parks. Reporting products can help park managers as they think about near-term workload 
priorities, frame data and study 
needs for important park 
resources, and communicate 
messages about current park 
resource conditions to various 
audiences. A successful NRCA 
delivers science-based 
information that is both credible 
and has practical uses for a 
variety of park decisionmaking, 
planning, and partnership 
activities. 

However, it is important to note 
that NRCAs do not establish 
management targets for study 
indicators. That process must 
occur through park planning and 
management activities. What an NRCA can do is deliver science-based information that will assist park 
managers in their ongoing, long-term efforts to describe and quantify a park’s desired resource conditions 
and management targets. In the near term, NRCA findings assist strategic park resource planning6 and 
help parks to report on government accountability measures.7 In addition, although in-depth analysis of 
the effects of climate change on park natural resources is outside the scope of NRCAs, the condition 

                                                      
6 An NRCA can be useful during the development of a park’s Resource Stewardship Strategy (RSS) and can also be tailored to 
act as a post-RSS project. 

7 While accountability reporting measures are subject to change, the spatial and reference-based condition data provided by 
NRCAs will be useful for most forms of “resource condition status” reporting as may be required by the NPS, the Department of 
the Interior, or the Office of Management and Budget.  

Important NRCA Success Factors 

Obtaining good input from park staff and other NPS 
subject-matter experts at critical points in the project 

timeline  

Using study frameworks that accommodate meaningful 
condition reporting at multiple levels (measures  

indicators  broader resource topics and park areas) 

Building credibility by clearly documenting the data and 
methods used, critical data gaps, and level of confidence 

for indicator-level condition findings  
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analyses and data sets developed for NRCAs will be useful for park-level climate-change studies and 
planning efforts.  

NRCAs also provide a useful complement to rigorous NPS science support programs, such as the NPS 
Natural Resources Inventory & Monitoring (I&M) Program.8 For example, NRCAs can provide current 
condition estimates and help establish reference conditions, or baseline values, for some of a park’s vital 
signs monitoring indicators. They can also draw upon non-NPS data to help evaluate current conditions 
for those same vital signs. In some cases, I&M data sets are incorporated into NRCA analyses and 
reporting products.  

Over the next several years, the NPS plans to fund a NRCA project for each of the approximately 270 
parks served by the NPS I&M Program. For more information on the NRCA program, visit 
http://nature.nps.gov/water/nrca/index.cfm 

                                                      
8 The I&M program consists of 32 networks nationwide that are implementing “vital signs” monitoring in order to assess the 
condition of park ecosystems and develop a stronger scientific basis for stewardship and management of natural resources across 
the National Park System. “Vital signs” are a subset of physical, chemical, and biological elements and processes of park 
ecosystems that are selected to represent the overall health or condition of park resources, known or hypothesized effects of 
stressors, or elements that have important human values. 

NRCA Reporting Products… 

 Provide a credible, snapshot-in-time evaluation for a subset of important 
park natural resources and indicators, to help park managers: 

Direct limited staff and funding resources to park areas and natural resources 
that represent high need and/or high opportunity situations 

(near-term operational planning and management) 

Improve understanding and quantification for desired conditions for the park’s 
“fundamental” and “other important” natural resources and values 

(longer-term strategic planning) 

Communicate succinct messages regarding current resource conditions to 
government program managers, to Congress, and to the general public  

(“resource condition status” reporting)  

http://nature.nps.gov/water/nrca/index.cfm
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