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From the Guest Editors

A GROWING BODY OF RESEARCH HAS DOCUMENTED THE
potential impacts of outdoor recreation and other activities in national 
parks and related areas (Hammitt and Cole 1998; Leung and Marion 2001). 
These impacts apply to multiple components of the landscape, includ-
ing soil, vegetation, water, and wildlife. For example, visitors to parks can 
trample fragile vegetation, compact and erode soils, pollute water, and 
disturb wildlife. Moreover, there are often aesthetic implications of these 
impacts that can degrade the quality of the visitor experience (Manning et 
al. 2004). Research and management attention has logically extended from 
conventional landscapes to “soundscapes,” or the acoustic environment, 
and includes consideration of aural impacts of human-caused noise.

Impacts of noise are increasingly pervasive

Excessive anthropogenic noise is becoming increasingly perva-
sive in society (Goines and Hagler 2007). Noise pollution can aff ect the 
physical and mental well-being of people through psychological annoy-
ance, interference with speech, interruption of sleep, disruption of cog-
nitive processes, temporary or permanent hearing disorders, and nega-
tive impacts on the cardiovascular and endocrine systems (Gramann 
1999; Goines and Hagler 2007). Anthropogenic noise exposure can also 
signifi cantly detract from the experience of visiting a national park. For 
example, signifi cant decreases in scenic evaluations have been reported 
in association with the presence of anthropogenic sounds (Benfi eld et al. 
2009, 2010).

Research has also begun to explore the restorative eff ects of natural 
environments, including the sounds of nature (Anderson et al. 1993; Tar-
rant et al. 1995). For example, people who have been exposed to cogni-
tive fatigue reported higher positive emotional states and performed bet-
ter on mental tasks after walking in a park, and these restorative eff ects 
were higher than for other treatments, such as walking in an urban area, 
reading, and listening to music (Hartig et al. 2003). Increased noise levels 
can also reduce the distance and area over which wildlife can detect 
changes in sounds. Research now indicates that human noise intrusions 
can produce substantial changes in wildlife behavior, breeding, and spe-
cies success (Rabin et al. 2006).

From landscapes to soundscapes: 
Introduction to the special issue

By Peter Newman, Robert Manning, and Karen Treviño 



Evolution of soundscapes as a management concern

With greater knowledge and understanding of the important role the 
acoustic environment plays in overall ecosystem health and visitor enjoy-
ment as well as the potential impacts of anthropogenic noise, protection 
of the acoustic environment has received growing attention by managers 
and policy makers. In 1972, the Noise Control Act required that the federal 
government establish and enforce noise controls in work and other places, 
including national parks. Subsequent legislation to limit air tours and 
enforce minimum fl ight altitudes (to limit noise) was enacted for national 
parks such as  Grand Canyon and  Hawai‘i Volcanoes. Legislation from the 
108th Congress also limited snowmobile use at  Yellowstone and  Grand 
Teton national parks, and this has led to improved technology designed to 
reduce noise caused by snowmobiles, aircraft, and other forms of mecha-
nized travel in national parks and related areas (Sheikh and Uhl 2004).

In 1987, the National Parks Overfl ights Act was passed by Congress 
and required assessment of noise impacts of overfl ights in national 
parks. In response,   Grand Canyon National Park is developing an air 
tour management plan to ensure public safety and substantially restore 
natural quiet. In its 2003 Federal Register notice, the park defi ned sub-
stantial restoration of natural quiet as 50% or more of the park’s airspace 
being free of aircraft noise for at least 75% of the day. Additionally, it 
specifi ed that minimum fl ight altitudes must be observed and defi ned 
routes must be followed by air tour operators (Schwer et al. 2000).

Though the topic of noise was fi rst addressed in the 1978 edition of 
NPS Management Policies (and later updated in 1988), the 2001 policies 
revision devoted an entire section to the protection of the acoustic envi-
ronment as a resource just like air, water, and wildlife (National Park Ser-
vice [NPS] 2001, section 4.9). Chapter 8 on “Visitor Use” also describes 
the importance of the acoustic environment to visitor enjoyment and 
states that recreation, including motorized recreation, cannot intrude 
on the opportunity to hear the sounds of nature in units of the National 
Park System or interfere with park interpretive talks. In 2000, Director’s 
Order 47 (NPS 2000) was promulgated as a precursor to the pending 
management policies and further “requires, to the fullest extent practi-
cable, the protection, maintenance, or restoration of the natural sound-
scape resource in a condition unimpaired by inappropriate or excessive 
noise sources.” The order specifi es how parks should monitor and plan 
to protect park soundscapes. The current version of NPS Management 
Policies (NPS 2006, section 5.3.1.7) added yet another section establishing 
the concept of “cultural soundscapes” for NPS protection.
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