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Developing Sustainable Design Guidelines
for a Dynamic Landscape

Paul Schrooten, Alaska Regional Office, National Park Service, 240 West Fifth Avenue,
Anchorage, Alaska 99501; paul_schrooten@nps.gov

To implement a meaningful and appropriate treatment for the rehabilitation of the Dyea
historic townsite, sustainable design guidelines must be developed through an interdiscipli-
nary approach. Resource specialists, park managers, and facility designers must find produc-
tive ways to work together that will result in the balance of resource conservation and visitor
satisfaction. To date, much of the planning work has dealt with the proven methods and tech-
niques used to construct infrastructure, but the challenge is defining the ongoing process
needed to find common solutions to the varied perspectives on design guidelines for a
dynamic cultural landscape. Dyea historic townsite, located in Klondike Gold Rush Nation-
al Historical Park, poses serious contradictions to traditional preservation and park manage-
ment methodologies due to the scale of its dramatic landscape, which is a tapestry of natural
and cultural resources, often with conflicting protection strategies. Although Dyea resides
within a historical park, the three categories first recognized in Secretary of the Interior Stew-
art Udall’s 1964 policy objectives for the National Park System, those being natural, histor-
ical, and recreational,1 all apply here.

Situated within an active glacial watershed and with a historical record barely visible in
archaeological remains now cloaked by emergent forest, Dyea represents a formidable chal-
lenge in developing a functional master plan that addresses overall patterns of change. Near-
ly two years ago, the effort to preserve the historic townsite of Dyea was innovatively taking
form through the collective talents and dedication of resource specialists and designers. A
sustainable design approach for interpreting and developing this rapidly evolving landscape
meant to re-define the traditional National Park Service (NPS) paradigms used to create park
facilities. It was George Wright who cited the need for master plans to include natural
resource information—rather than “contemplated and completed physical development
only.”2 Taking this approach one step further, the cultural landscape treatment of Dyea called
for consultation and involvement from all resource areas and programmatic teams. While the
technical methodology seemed logical and flawless, the melding of the NPS Cultural Land-
scape Program with the agency’s standard design process has been challenging, yet produc-
tive.

Park employees are dedicated to providing the best possible management for the his-
toric townsite, which is a part of the Chilkoot Trail Unit. However, the composition of the
staff evolved from the management and maintenance needs of developing the Skagway Unit
(a twenty-block municipal downtown revitalization) and improving recreational use of the
Chilkoot Trail (one of two historic corridors within the park that link to Canada and the gold
fields of the Yukon River drainage). Anything truly creative results in change, and if there is
one thing a well-run bureaucracy or institution or major corporation finds difficult to han-
dle, it is change.3 Until the most recent effort to give proper recognition to the cultural land-
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scape of Dyea, the park has endeavored to inventory and monitor archaeological features
(including the few remaining visible structures), maintain basic public access, and provide a
law enforcement presence. The introduction of minor visitor amenities and traffic control
devices has been necessary and installed with the best of intent, but these improvements have
been implemented without design guidelines emanating from a comprehensive cultural land-
scape treatment. The general management plan’s (GMP’s) preferred alternative recognized
that the cultural landscape of Dyea has changed. “Selected townsite streets and ruins, now
overgrown with trees and brush, would be cleared....” 4 Since the park has decided to utilize
the specific proposals found in the cultural landscape report (CLR) in a public review
process to reaffirm the acceptable development of Dyea, a grudging acknowledgement to
such change has begun.

The implementation process from this point on must attempt to keep the park staff
attuned to a new order of development. Minor improvements will continue to be scheduled
annually as part of the seasonal maintenance work plan, but more significant construction
projects have been coordinated to align with the anticipated form of the cultural landscape
treatment. Resource specialists responsible for the preparation of the CLR have gone on
record recommending the park consider all improvements to be temporary until the final
planning document, presumably a type of development concept plan (DCP), is approved.
Because it could still be a number of years before the public planning process can be fund-
ed, a decision rendered, design work completed, and construction begun, interim planning
tasks will maintain momentum while supporting any ongoing maintenance projects and
management initiatives. A simple linear process has been depicted to provide sequential
guidance to the park.

Essentially, the CLR sets the parameters for each successive step. The park has yet to
decide the extent of public input into a visitor experience and resource protection (VERP)
document, but its results, when combined with the CLR, will formulate the basis for the
DCP. A DCP process will utilize the CLR recommendations as one of a number of concept
alternatives presented for public comment. Just as the original 1996 GMP for the park
offered planning alternatives for each of the park’s four units, the DCP will suggest a full
spectrum of development specific to Dyea. This action will be significant for the park,
because it will enable park management to make its decision based on (1) a comprehensive
set of scientific data that did not exist at the time the GMP was written, and (2) a formal
recognition of the cultural landscape as a framework for any development.

Even before the DCP is started, the task of developing a comprehensive program will
ensure that the overall needs of the area are defined. This program will serve to specifically
identify facility descriptions, intent, quantities, and requirements to designers in the later
stages of this process. As a part of this program development, resource specialists and park
staff will mutually develop design guidelines that will provide direction and influence to
designers with regard to selection of materials, construction techniques, product selection,
massing, form, and appearance. These design guidelines are currently being developed by
the park staff with the guidance and technical assistance of the NPS Alaska Regional Office
and are intended to provide specific reference to management personnel who are adminis-
tering programs and activities; architects, landscape architects, and engineers who are
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designing facilities; and maintenance and construction staff who are purchasing, fabricating,
and installing improvements specified by the agreed-upon treatment plan. Only when all
projected uses have been brought into consonance with the character of the land will a sound
master plan be produced. This is, of course, a continuing process, requiring constant reap-
praisal, adjustment, and readjustment.5

The development of design guidelines with respect to meeting sustainability standards
set by NPS will not be done in spite of Dyea’s needs but instead give special recognition to
the place and to the intended interpretation to be provided to the visiting public. Dyea offers
the opportunity to test “the springboard from which a new ethic of combined environmen-
tal protection and landscape design must emerge....”6 Conservation of existing cultural
resources, rehabilitation of current transportation corridors, re-use of vegetation and other
natural resources for infrastructure, and construction sequencing to minimize physical dis-
turbance are some of the goals intended to have Dyea represent a sustainable approach to
cultural landscape treatment. Sustainable methodology must also speak to the selection of
construction materials, their placement in an evolving landscape, and the routine mainte-
nance that will need to be responsive to change. The cumulative effort should focus on a con-
sistent interpretive message to visitors that the NPS has chosen to develop Dyea in a sustain-
able manner so that this historic and yet dynamic place can be better appreciated and under-
stood.
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