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Contact Person: Mike Abel, Manager 
Phone: (307) 261-7786 
Fax: (307) 261-7798 
Email: Michael_Abel@blm.gov 

History 
The National Historic Trails Interpretive Center (NHTIC) opened on August 9, 2002. For over 
seven years, its permanent exhibits, multi-media presentations, interpretive talks and special 
events have helped facilitate logical and emotional connections between visitors and participants 
of the U.S. westward migration. The dream of retelling the story of the 500,000 emigrants who 
passed through the historic area of Casper, Wyoming on their westward migration was made a 
reality through the cooperative agreements of three primary partners: the Bureau of Land 
Management (BLM), the National Historic Trails Center Foundation, and the City of Casper.  
Continuing cooperation between these three entities has provided more than 170,000 tourists, 
students, adults and children with an interactive educational connection to western heritage.  

Specific legislation, Public Law 105-290, was enacted in January 1998 to address the NHTIC, its 
partnership with the State of Wyoming and other obligations including fiscal issues.  This 
legislation includes the significant provision that allows for any fees collected to be used for the 
operations of the Center. 

Site Description 
The National Historic Trails Interpretive Center is located on the north side of Casper, Wyoming 
and managed by the BLM’s High Plains District Office.  The ten acre site, donated by the City of 
Casper, lies on a hill with a panoramic view of the city, Casper Mountain and the North Platte 
River. The Trails Center is centrally located just off of I-25 on the drive from Denver to 
Yellowstone National Park and is easily accessible to visitors. 

Current landscaping projects, five plant beds and one tree area, utilize native plant species 
observable to the public upon entry to the site.  The location is also a draw for wildlife 
enthusiasts, as antelope and rabbits are highly visible during the early mornings and evenings. 
Moreover, a butterfly garden was recently constructed, and migratory butterflies may be viewed 
within a few years. 

Partnership Agreements 
The vision of a National Historic Trails Interpretive Center began more than a decade ago with 
the creation of a trails committee.  This group became a private, non-profit entity named the 
National Historic Trails Center Foundation.  In 1992 the BLM joined the endeavor with a 
commitment to provide $5 million of the estimated $10 million cost for the project.  The City of 
Casper pledged ten acres of land for the site of the NHTIC.  The BLM sponsored the building of 
the 25,000 square foot facility with an actual contribution of $6 million and maintains 
responsibility for staffing the center, providing interpretive talks to the visitor, and the planning 
and implementation of special events.  The National Historic Trails Center Foundation purchased 
the permanent exhibits, multi-media presentations, and dioramas located in the theater.  The 
Foundation is responsible for the maintenance and upkeep of its exhibits.  Also, the Rocky 
Mountain Nature Association (RMNA) is responsible for the bookstore. 
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Mission Statement 
The mission statement of the NHTIC is: 

“. . .  to interpret the significant role of the area’s historic trails in the history of the 
United States by providing exceptional visitor, educational, and volunteer programs.  We 
seek to promote public understanding of both America’s western Native Cultures and 
historic Westward Expansion while highlighting the Bureau of Land Management’s role 
as active stewards of public lands.” 

Components of the Site 
The ten acre grounds of the site have been and continue to be landscaped with native vegetation 
to provide soil stabilization, butterfly habitat, and plant interpretation.  The site’s parking lot, 
located to the north of the NHTIC building hosts an informational kiosk which is connected to 
the entrance by a 100-meter walkway engraved with emigrants’ diary quotations.  At the bottom 
of this walkway is the main entrance’s scenic overlook which looks out upon the City of Casper, 
the North Platte River and the location of the historical passage of the emigrants on their 
westward journey. An arched canvas awning, representing the covered wagons, welcomes 
guests at the main entrance.  Another key feature is a blue tiled wall representing the Platte River 
Road which runs from east to west and passes through the building and out into the landscape.  
Also, native rock and sage-green tiling work to blend the Center into the local landscape. 

In the lobby of the NHTIC the visitor is greeted with a continuation of the diary quotes and a 
visible line of the blue tiled wall leading into a blue tiled floor pattern representing the North 
Platte River.  The circular Center contains a visitor’s information area, a theater, 11,000 square 
feet of exhibit space containing seven permanent interpretive galleries, one temporary gallery, 
restrooms, offices, a multipurpose room, maintenance and storage facilities, and a bookstore 
operated by RMNA. 

User Information 
The Center currently receives an average annual visitation of 24,000 visitors; the peak months of 
visitation being July, August and September.  Since 2004, the register book has shown a growth 
in foreign visitation of up to 5.5%.  Approximately 22.0% of visitors come from local 
surrounding Wyoming towns.  The remaining 72.5% of American visitation is a scattered 
representation of other states. 

The primary visitors are Heritage Tourists, or are on route to Yellowstone National Park.   
Seniors have been consistent in their visitation since the opening of the Center and at present 
comprise approximately 28.0% of the annual visitation.  Tour groups account for nearly 23.0% 
of the remaining visitation. Student groups from local districts and surrounding states have 
peaked at 19.0% of visitation in FY08. Western history is a required component in local 
elementary education; thus students visit the Center to reinforce classroom learning. Commercial 
tours comprise only 4.0% of this total visitation.  
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Recreation Use 
The NHTIC has been open to the public since August 9, 2002.  The Center operates on two 
seasonal schedules.  Summer months the Center is open daily from 8:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m.  
Winter months the Center is open Tuesday through Saturday 9:00 a.m. to 4:30 p.m.  

There were 40,325 visitors the first full season after the Center’s opening.  Since then visitation 
has steadily fallen off each year. In fiscal years 2006 and 2007 visitation leveled off at 
approximately 26,000 visitations.  However, fiscal year 2008 has seen a slight drop in numbers 
which may be attributed to the increase in gas prices and natural disasters affecting travel during 
peak tourist season. 

The months of July, August and September are the most highly visited by family groups and 
traveling tourists.  School group visitations peak in May with nearly 1,000 students participating 
in school tours during the one month. 

Visitors to the site interact with the seven interpretive galleries, view an eighteen minute long 
multi-media presentation, experience a virtual wagon ride and enjoy the beautiful view of Casper 
and the North Platte River.  They may also participate in the annual anniversary celebration, 
Holiday in the Homestead presentations, the Foundation’s Chef’s Cook Off or Hands on the 
Land Programs.  School groups enjoy the Center year round and are guided by local, 
enthusiastic and knowledgeable volunteers. 
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Cost to Operate Site 
Costs to operate the site include staffing and operations. The NHTIC employed in FY08: a 
manager, two visitor information specialists, two visitor information assistants, a college intern, 
and three seasonal interpreters. Labor costs for FY08 were $353,385.  Operations cost was 
$150,294. 

The site incurs costs on a recurring basis for the repairs and maintenance of its boiler and HVAC 
system, including air filtrations, air handlers and climate control systems to maintain a strict 
controlled environmental setting for the displays and exhibits. Other repairs made in FY09 
included:  painting of the interior walls, repairs to the lighting systems, parking-lot repairs, and 
the planting of vegetation to prevent land erosion. 

Operational Costs for FY08 

Operations Spent BLM Budget 
Staffed Employees $322,104 $323,400 
Seasonal Employees x 2 $31,281 $31,500 
Basic Operations $14,658 $24,500 
Special Events $10,110 $10,000 
Recreation Site 
Maintenance 

Snow removal,      
Culligan 

$11,389 $11,500 

Maintenance $88,718 $89,000 
Repairs $23,000 $23,000 
Paving money carry over 0 $4,534 
NHTIC share of $170K for 
Zone Fixed Cost 

$2,419 $2,500 

Gate Receipts $32,659 $122,125 
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Internal Staffing for FY09 
Labor costs will increase in FY09 with the addition of a maintenance worker.  Anticipated labor 
costs for FY09 are: 

Labor Months Cost/ month Totals 
Full-Time      12 mo $27,072 $324,864 
Seasonal          6 mo $8,446 $50,676 

Total:  $375,540 

Volunteers 
Volunteers contribute significantly to the overall labor hours at the trail center.  In Fiscal Year 
2007, approximately 2,259 hours were donated by a mix of volunteers to total approximately 
$38,626 in estimated labor worth. Fiscal Year 2008 revealed a slight decrease in volunteer 
hours, 1,706 hours, but remained at a high value of $33,284.00 worth of labor in-kind.  

Fee Security Measures 
Standard security measures are followed to safeguard fee collection.  Fees are collected by the 
front-end personnel that are either government employees or volunteers.  The personnel are 
designated as fee collection officers.  Each collection officer is given a slot drawer which is 
counted and collected after each shift.  Fees are collected and transferred to the Casper Field 
Office twice a week during the high use season. Credit cards are an accepted form of payment 
and the transactions are done electronically on site. 
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Revenues 
The NHTIC was designated a fee site in 2002.  Fees collected for FY08 were $41,195.  Carry 
over from FY08 and previous years totaled $122,125.  Money spent from this fund totaled 
$32,659, leaving $89,466 carried over to FY09. 

Since Fiscal Year 2003, the center has seen a steady decrease in the fee collection totals, which 
corresponds with the decrease in visitation. 

The majority of fees collected are from adult visitors, school groups and America the Beautiful 
Senior Pass purchasers. In FY08 adults contributed approximately 42% of the fee monies 
collected. 

5
 



 
 

 
 

  
   

 

   
  

    
    

 
   
   
  
   

 
 

 

 
 

  
  

 

Use of Funds 
Since the opening of the center, the majority of the fee revenue spent has been used to staff 
seasonal interpreters for the center.  However, several new projects have been initiated since the 
beginning of FY09 and may be partially funded with fee revenues.  These projects are geared to 
increase environmental education and cultural and heritage education in the local region as well 
reinvigorate local awareness of the benefits of the center.   The projects are: 

•	 A History Club for 2nd-5th Graders 
•	 Educational Trunks 

o	 Purchase of a Buffalo Trunk 
o	 Purchase of Supplementary Items for an Explorer 

Trunk 
•	 Summer Speaker Series- Free to the Public 
•	 Summer Camp for Kids 
•	 Improvements on Butterfly Garden Landscaping 
•	 Temporary Exhibits- Purchase of Materials 

As an example, monies spent on these projects included $516 for the buffalo trunk and nearly 
$2,000 for the summer speaker series. 

Fair Market Value Fee Calculation 
The following table summarizes user fees for sites in Wyoming (white), interpretive sites similar 
to the NHTIC (pink), private sector operated recreation sites (green), and Casper’s recreation 
sites (blue). 
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Fee Comparison Table
 
Site Location Adults Seniors Other Rates 

Little Bighorn 
Battlefield 

MT $5/ pedestrian/ 
motorcycle/ bicycle 

$10/ Vehicle 

Devil’s Tower 
National Monument 

WY $5/ pedestrian/ 
motorcycle/ bicycle 

$10/ Vehicle 

Yellowstone 
National Park 

WY $12/ skier, biker, 
hiker 

$12/ skier, biker, 
hiker 

$25/ Vehicle 

Wyoming State 
Parks (EKW) 

WY $4- Resident 
$6-Non-resident 

(Vehicle) 

$4- Resident 
$6-Non-resident 

(Vehicle) 
Ft. Bridger WY $2/ 18+ $2 
Ft. Phil Kearney WY $2-Resident 

$4-Non-resident 
$2-Resident 

$4-Non-resident 
Ft. Laramie WY $3/ 16+ $3 
Great Platte River 
Road Archway 
National Monument 

Kearny, NB $10/ 16+ $8.50 Youth-$6 
Child-$3 

National Historic 
Oregon Trail 
Interpretive Center* 

Baker City, 
OR 

$8/ Two day-16+ 
Summer 

$5/Two day- 16+ 
Winter 

$4.50/Two day- 62+ 
Summer 

$3.50/ Two day- 62+ 
Winter 

$5/ Group 

Pompey’s Pillar Billings, MT $7/ Vehicle 

Bear Country Rapid City, 
SD 

$15 $12 $55 

Reptile Gardens SD $14 $12.50 
Dinosaur Center Thermopolis, 

WY 
$10 $8.75 

Ft. Caspar Casper, WY $3 $3 $10/ Group 

School Rates 
Available 

Nicolaysen Art Casper, WY $5 $3 /Child 
Museum 
The Science Zone Casper, WY $4 $3/ Child 
Movie Theaters Casper, WY $8.50 $7.50 $6.50/Child 

*Proposed for 2009. 
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Comparison sites are not identical to the NHTIC.  However, the comparable sites marked in pink 
reveal that visitors are willing to pay between $5- $10 for visits to interpretive sites.  Also, sites 
throughout Wyoming reveal a willingness to pay at least $2 for a visit to a historical site with 
minimal media presentations and facilities.  The comparison of Casper sites, marked in blue, 
reveals a $4 minimum charge for adults with added fees for child participation.  Many of these 
sites are partially funded through grants, private donations and/or fundraisers, thereby reducing 
the overhead cost per visitor.  Movie rates are a good indicator of willingness to pay for two 
hours of recreation and currently rest at $8.50 in the local community.  Private enterprises also 
reveal a much higher willingness of the visitor to pay for a unique experience with charges from 
$10-$15 per person.  Price per child also reveals that the family as a whole is willing to pay 
greater amounts for recreation. 

Although the NHTIC’s rates may seem higher than other local museums, in comparison with 
other private enterprises and national interpretive centers, the rates are low.   The local movie 
rates are even $2.50 more than rates at the NHTIC.  Also, private sector recreation reveals that 
visitors are willing to pay higher prices for quality family recreation. The NHTIC offers films as 
well as a unique opportunity for educational growth to families and individuals. 

Wyoming Tourism 
In general, the Wyoming economy has a growing dependence on extractive industries such as oil 
and gas production and mining.  Energy production is the key component of the economy which 
stimulates employment increases in other industries such as construction, trade and 
transportation.  However, since a low economic diversification results in a cyclic economy 
Wyoming tourism becomes increasingly important to the economic stability of the state. Jobs 
related to tourism were 29,950 in 2006 and 30,350 in 2007 according to The Impact of Travel on 
Wyoming’s Economy 2007 Wyoming Research Report. Further, domestic travelers spent $2.5 
billion in Wyoming in 2007, an increase of 6.7% from 2006.  International traveler spending also 
increased 12.1% in 2007.    According to the Wyoming Tourism 2008 Visitor Profile Report 
travel in 2008 differed from 2007 due to the price of gasoline and waning consumer confidence.  
Consumers during 2008 changed travel patterns and traveled closer to home.  On the whole, 
travel to Wyoming remained fairly stable through the third quarter of the year then reduced 
fractionally in the fourth. 

Rationale for Fee Changes 
Pursuant to the Federal Lands Recreation Enhancement Act (REA), Public Law 108-447 (Dec. 
2004) outlining a prohibition on fees for any person under 16 years of age, the NHTIC 
suspended fee collection for youth and child visitors in September of 2008.  

The BLM High Plains District will strive to make historic educational opportunities obtainable to 
all visitors, especially youth visitors, thereby enhancing cultural awareness and appreciation of 
these national resources. 

Fees for the Center have not risen since opening, 2002.  Local community prices have risen, 
along with maintenance and labor costs.  However, in consideration of the current national 
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economic atmosphere and the need to stay current with rising costs and provide and equitable 
service to visitors, the following fee schedule has been proposed: 

Proposed Fee Schedule: 

Adults $6 
Seniors (62 +) $5 

Students (16+ with valid ID) $4 
Children (15 and under) Free 

No change has been made to the adult rate.
 
No change has been made in the senior rate, but the age has been shifted to 62 and older to better
 
align with the federal pass eligibility guidelines.
 
No change has been made to the student rate.  All students 16 and older with a valid student I.D. 

qualify for the discounted rate.
 

All federal passes:  Golden Age, Golden Access, America the Beautiful Senior, America the 

Beautiful Access, and Annual Passes are accepted and sold at the site.  The number of visitors
 
allowed free entrance varies with the rules and regulations of the individual passes.  Current fees
 
including group, after-hours and school rates will remain the same. Organized groups are
 
$4/person; and educational groups are $2/person.  Fee waivers may be granted for chaperones
 
and bus drivers dependent upon the size of the group.  After hour visitor group use requires
 
NHTIC manager’s approval and is $7/person.
 

Fee Objectives 
Since opening, user fees have been utilized to staff seasonal interpretive guides, improve 
educational materials and provide adequate staffing for extended summer hours. 

Future fees collected will fund: 

 Educational Outreach Materials and Programs 

 Expanded Interpretive Programs 

 Volunteer Appreciation 

 Facility Upkeep and Improvements 

Fees have also proven to increase the sense of personal ownership and safeguarding of national 
facilities and have augmented the protection of the privately owned exhibits.  An adequate level 
of staffing ensures that steady monitoring of the exhibits may take place while maintaining the 
normal operations of the center. Moreover, paying a minimal fee has shown an increased level 
of governance by the teachers and chaperones of animated school groups, which was lacking in 
similar visits to free museums in the area. 
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The impacts on affected visitors are perceived to be minimal. Local costs for recreational and 
other extra-curricular activities have increased and visitations have not decreased. Consequently, 
visitation at the NHTIC is anticipated to continue along the same pattern with the proposed 
continuation of the current fee schedule.  It is also possible that visitation may increase from 
programs funded with newly garnered fee-monies. 

Visitor Feedback Mechanisms 
A public meeting was held July 30, 2009 to solicit public participation in the drafting stage of the
 
proposed fee schedule.  Public comment on the proposed Business Plan then remained open for
 
thirty days. No changes were proposed.
 

Initial review of the proposed fee schedule went before the Wyoming Recreation Action Team
 
(REACT) prior to implementation.  Their recommendation has been considered by BLM in the
 
final decision.
 

Public accountability of fee receipts necessitates posting annual reports openly and easily
 
accessible.  The posting of an annual fee report will be made on-line at the NHTIC website.
 
Updates to projects funded with the fees will also be posted on the web-site as necessary.
 
Printed copies of the annual reports have been shared with cooperative partners and will continue
 
to be available on request. Lastly, visitors are also encouraged to write comments on their visit
 
and concerns about the center in a register located at the front information area.
 

This plan will be reviewed every five years to provide accurate operational costs, cost recovery
 
and fair market value.
 

Decision 

The Business Plan was discussed at the REACT meeting on August 10, 2009.  Clarification 
questions were answered by Lesly Smith, Wyoming Recreation State Lead, and Mike Abel, 
NHTIC Director.  No changes were proposed.  

Minor modifications were suggested by Anthony Bobo, BLM Recreation Fee Program Manager 
on January 28, 2010.  The current, February 2010 final draft version, contains these suggestions. 
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