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What is the purpose of Natchez National Historical Park and the mission of the National 
Park Service (NPS)? 
 
The purpose of Natchez National Historical Park is to preserve and interpret the complex history and 
material culture of all the peoples of Natchez, Mississippi, emphasizing European settlement, African 
enslavement, the American cotton economy, and the Civil Rights struggle on the lower Mississippi River. 
 
The mission of the National Park Service is to preserve unimpaired the natural and cultural resources and 
values of the national park system for the enjoyment, education, and inspiration of this and future 
generations. The National Park Service cooperates with partners to extend the benefits of natural and 
cultural resource conservation and outdoor recreation throughout this country and the world. 
 
What are the Fundamental Resources and Values at Natchez National Historical Park? 
 
Fundamental resources and values (FRVs) are those features, systems, process, experiences, stories, scenes, 
or other attributes determined to warrant primary consideration during planning and management 
processes because they are essential to achieving the purpose of the park and maintaining its significance.  
 
The following FRVs have been identified for Natchez NHP: 

 Melrose Estate 
 William Johnson House 
 Fort Rosalie Site 
 Forks of the Road Slave Market 
 Museum Collections 
 Connection to the Natchez Historic District and Community 

 
What are visitor services? 
 
For the purposes of this plan, visitor services include two things: 

1) Commercial services, such as tour companies and food or beverage providers (described below), 
and 

2) Services provided by the NPS to support the visitor experience, such as picnic tables or new 
waysides for interpretation  

 
All visitor services considered and/or implemented at Natchez NHP must be consistent with the National 
Park Service’s mission and the park’s purpose and goals, as well as being financially sustainable. Visitor 
services are being considered only for NPS property. 
 
What is a Visitor Services Strategy?  
 
A Visitor Services Strategy (VSS) provides a framework for evaluating and managing existing and potential 
visitor and commercial service opportunities in the park. The scope of a VSS also includes special park uses 
and cooperating associations, which are organizations that support educational and interpretive activities 
of the park through the provision of educational products and services through retail sales.  
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A Visitor Services Strategy: 
 Identifies opportunities to enhance the park's mission and the visitor experience through 

public/private partnerships 
 Outlines and prioritizes short- and long-term strategies to provide visitor services  
 Provides a framework for evaluating existing and potential commercial service opportunities 
 Gathers suggestions for new commercial services based on engagement with community 

stakeholders, visitors, and staff 

 
Where is the park in the development process for the VSS? 
 
Natchez NHP has conducted internal meetings, including a workshop in February 2020, to identify ideas 
and possible services to carry forward for further analysis. This civic engagement process is an opportunity 
to share those ideas and receive feedback and input from the public, business community, and 
stakeholders. After these public meetings and comment period, the NPS will analyze comments and 
consider opportunities to incorporate them into the final VSS.  
 
How is the VSS considering the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on tourism and 
visitor services? 
 
Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, a high priority has been encouraging visitors to enjoy a safe 
experience as parks take a phased approach to return public access to NPS units. The NPS is engaging with 
the city, county, and state to understand the impact of the pandemic on visitation and economics in the 
park and City of Natchez. As appropriate, these impacts are being considered and analyzed within the VSS 
to provide the park with a comprehensive look at potential future services both related to historic 
visitation, but also considering the ongoing impacts of the pandemic to tourism. 
 
 

COMMERCIAL SERVICES IN THE NPS 
 

Commercial services are defined as any activity or service that occurs in a park for which compensation is 
made to a third party.  Commercial Services enhance the visitor experience and fill a vital role in helping 
the National Park Service (NPS) carry out its mission. Private companies are drawn to working with NPS in 
order to offer services to park visitors, which are not provided directly by the government. Concessioners 
specialize in these operations and are thus able to provide quality services at reasonable prices. By 
welcoming the private sector as a partner in park operations, the National Park Service broadens the 
economic base of the region and communities surrounding the parks. 
 
Commercial services are authorized by the NPS thru concession contracts, commercial use authorizations 
(CUAs), and/or leases. 
 
Concession Contracts (https://www.nps.gov/subjects/concessions/index.htm) 

The National Park Service Concessions Management Improvement Act of 1998 (P.L. 105- 391) requires the 
NPS to provide public accommodations, facilities, and services considered necessary and appropriate for 
public use and enjoyment of the park and consistent with the preservation and conservation of the park’s 
resources and values.  Concession contracts specify the range of services and activities to be provided and 
detail applicable maintenance and operating standards required. Concession contracts  generally are 
authorized for a term of 10 years or less, and the NPS is required to do a financial feasibility analysis to 
ensure concession facilities and services are financially viable. The rates the concessioner can charge for 
these services are approved by the National Park Service and must be comparable to those under similar 
conditions outside the park. 
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Commercial Use Authorizations (https://www.nps.gov/aboutus/commercial-use-authorizations.htm) 
A commercial use authorization (CUA) allows an individual, group, company, or other for-profit entity to 
conduct commercial activities and provide specific visitor services within a national park unit. The 
National Park Service (NPS) issues CUAs to manage a wide-range of commercial visitor services in 
addition to road-based commercial tours. Federal law mandates the NPS issue CUAs only for commercial 
activities and visitor services that: 
 

1. Are determined to be an appropriate use of the park; 
2. Will have minimal impact on park resources and values; and 
3. Are consistent with the purpose for which the unit was established, as well as all applicable 

management plans, park policies, and regulations. 
 
Commercial Use Authorizations typically have a term of 1-2 years, with 2 years being maximum length. 
 

Leases (https://www.nps.gov/subjects/leasing/index.htm) 
Leases can be issued for NPS land or certain structures that are not subject to authorization through a 
concession contract or commercial use authorization. Leased property must be used for an activity and in a 
manner that is consistent with the purposes established by law for the park. For example, an NPS property 
such as a restaurant (if it were not considered necessary and appropriate) could operate under a lease. 
Leases are issued for rental rates that are at least equal to the fair market value of the leased property as 
determined by an appraisal. Leases can be issued for up to 60 years in order to provide a viable leasing 
opportunity in light of investment requirements and other relevant factors. 
  
How does a park determine which commercial services to offer?  
The National Park Service Concessions Management Improvement Act of 1998 states that “the 
development of public accommodations, facilities, and services in units of the National Park System shall 
be limited to those accommodations, facilities, and services that are necessary and appropriate for public 
use and enjoyment of the unit of the National Park System in which they are located.” Necessary and 
appropriate criteria help parks determine which commercial services can enhance the visitor experience 
while not negatively impacting the park and its ability to carry out its mission. They allow a park to easily 
identify which services can be considered for commercial use authorizations or concession contracts. 
 
Appropriate criteria help to answer the question, “Can the park authorize this service without 
compromising the reason it is a unit of the National Park System?” These criteria provide insight into the 
critical components of the park and visitor service, while also describing the potential negative impacts of 
commercial services the park must prevent. All commercial services—whether authorized by CUA or 
concession contract—must meet all appropriate criteria to operate in the park. 
 
Necessary criteria help to answer the question, “Why is this service important for the park?” These criteria 
describe how a commercial service could enhance the visitor experience and further the goals and mission 
of the park. Necessary criteria are unique to NPS concession contracts: While CUAs do not need to meet 
any necessary criteria; concession contracts must meet at least one necessary criterion. 
 
Natchez National Historical Park applies the following necessary and appropriate criteria when 
considering potential commercial service opportunities in the park: 
 
An appropriate commercial visitor service accomplishes all of the following:  

 Consistent with the park purpose and significance.  
 Consistent with laws, regulations, and policies.  
 Does not compromise public health and safety.  
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 Does not cause unacceptable impacts to park resources or values.  
 Does not unduly conflict with other park uses and activities.  
 Does not exclude the general public from participating in limited recreational opportunities.  

 
A necessary service accomplishes one or more of the following:  

 Contributes to visitor understanding and appreciation of a park’s purpose and significance.  
 Enhances visitor experiences consistent with the park’s purpose and significance.  
 Assists the NPS in managing visitor use and educating park visitors.  
 Provides an essential service or facility not available within a reasonable distance from the park 

 
What commercial services does the park currently offer?  
Commercial use authorizations (CUAs): The park has two one-year CUAs for guided tours issued in 2020.  
 
Concession Contracts and Cooperating Association Agreement: The park uses Concessions Contract and 
Cooperating Association Agreement with Eastern National to help meet its educational and interpretive 
mission. Eastern National provides interpretive and educational materials for sale to park visitors at the 
Natchez Visitor Center, the William Johnson House, and Melrose. Items provided include books, videos 
and other media, educational gifts and toys, and apparel. Under its Concession Contract, Eastern National 
is authorized to sell visitor convenience items such as water and sunscreen at its sales outlet in the visitor 
center.    
 
Leasing: Leases between the City of Natchez and current occupants of the Visitor Center were transferred 
to the NPS with the transfer of the building. The leases expire in July 2021. 
 
For further information or to inquire about specific business opportunities: 
Please see  the park’s Do Business With Us webpage: https://www.nps.gov/natc/getinvolved/commercial-
use-authorization.htm 
For specific inquiries please contact Amy Gordon, Chief of Administration: Amy_Gordon@nps.gov   
 
 

ADDITIONAL AUTHORITIES FOR MANAGING PARK SERVICES/ACTIVITIES 
 
SPECIAL PARK USES  ( https://www.nps.gov/aboutus/special-event-permits.htm ) 

 A special park use (SPU) is defined as an activity that takes place in a park area, and that: 

● provides a benefit to an individual, group, or organization rather than the public at large; 
● requires written authorization and some degree of management control from the Service in order 

to protect park resources and the public interest; 
● is not prohibited by law or regulation; 
● is not initiated, sponsored, or conducted by the Service; and 
● is not managed under a concession contract, a recreation activity for which the NPS charges a fee, 

or a lease.  
 

Management Policies 2006, section 8.6, Director’s Order #53 and Reference Manual 53 include National 
Park Service (NPS) policy and guidance regarding Commercial Filming and Still Photography, Special 
Events, Rights-of-Way, First Amendment activities, Use and Occupancy permits and other activities 
authorized through a special use permit. 
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SPECIAL EVENTS 

Special events may be authorized under permit by the superintendent subject to the same criteria as other 
special park uses provided there is a meaningful association between the purpose of the park and the event 
and the event contributes to visitor understanding of the significance of the park (see 36 FR 2.50).   Special 
Events include sporting events, pageants, regattas, public spectator attractions, entertainment, ceremonies 
and similar events. 

 A superintendent may approve a request for a special event if it is determined that: 

● It will not conflict with law or policy; 
● It will not be a derogation of the values and purposes for which the park was established; 
● It is consistent with the park’s enabling legislation; 
● It does not have reasonable potential to cause illness, personal injury, or property damage; 
● It will not unduly interfere with normal park operations, resource protection, or visitor use 
●  Cause injury or damage to park resources; 
● Be contrary to the purposes for which the park was established;  
● Unreasonably impair the atmosphere of peace and tranquility maintained in wilderness, natural, 

historic or commemorative locations within the park; 
● Unreasonably interfere with the interpretive visitor service or other program activities, or with the 

administrative activities of the NPS; 
● Substantially impair the operation of public facilities or services of NPS concessioners or 

contractors; 
● Present a clear and present danger to public health and safety; or 
●  Result in significant conflict with other existing uses. 

 

The NPS will not permit the staging of special events that are conducted primarily for the material or 
financial benefit of a for-profit entity or awards participants an appearance fee or prized of more than 
nominal value, or in-park publicity or advertising (reference Management Policies 2006 section 8.6.2.1) 

In addition, the NPS will not sponsor or issue permits for special events conducted in wilderness areas if 
those events might be inconsistent with the protection of wilderness resources and values. 

16 U.S.C. 3a authorizes the NPS to recover and retain all costs of providing necessary services associated 
with special use permits. 

 

COMMERCIAL TOURS 

A commercial tour is defined as consisting of one or more persons traveling on an itinerary that has been 
packaged, priced, or sold for leisure or recreational purposes by an organization that realizes financial gain 
through the provision of the service. The entry fees of commercial tours are based upon the total capacity 
of vehicles that can carry seven or more passengers regardless of the actual number of passengers.  In 
unique situations, a commercial tour may be authorized under a concession contract and managed under 
those authorities. 

  

COOPERATING ASSOCIATIONS 

Primary purpose of Cooperating Associations (CA) is to support the educational, scientific, historical, and 
interpretive activities of the National Park Service.  Associations accomplish this primarily through the sale 
of interpretive and educational books and materials to the public.  While the sale of these materials may 
result in a profit returned to the NPS in the form of a donation, profit-generation through retail sales is 
secondary to the CA purpose.  They are usually assigned space in a visitor center or other visitor contact 
facility.  Cooperating associations are authorized by a cooperative agreement.  The authorization for 
Associations is 16 U.S.C. Sec 1-3, 6, 17j-2(e) and they are managed under NPS Director’s Order 32: 
Cooperating Associations.  


