
Valles Caldera National Preserve
MASTER PLAN for INTERPRETATION

3.0  AUDIENCE 
EVALUATION

3.1 Context and Access
Valles Caldera lies within two-hours’ drive of the 
main urban centers of Albuquerque and Sante Fe, 
and proximate to the route commonly taken by 
those visiting the Four Corners area. The Preserve 
is centrally located in the Jemez Mountains, and is 
almost completely surrounded by a National Forest 
and a National Monument—both of which offer 
hiking and camping opportunities and, depending 
on the area, fishing and interpretation. Nearby 
facilities with interpretive centers include Bandelier 
National Monument, Walatowa Visitor Center 
and Jemez State Monument.

3.2  Potential Audience
Information summarized in this section is based on 
documentation collected by, or from, VCNP staff 
and Internet searches on recreation and tourism 
activities in the Northern New Mexico region, with 
an emphasis on the immediate area within a day’s 
drive of the Preserve—specifically Los Alamos, 
Albuquerque, Santa Fe and surrounding communities 
and pueblos. 

Reference materials and websites 

 Los Alamos Market Analysis June 2000

2003 New Mexico Scenic Byway Economic Impact 

Study and background documents

New Mexico Visitor Guide

New Mexico Tourism Department Web Site – attractions, 

events, recreation opportunities, etc.

Valles Caldera National Preserve Web Site and 

Draft Framework document

New Mexico State Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation 

Plan 1996-2001

Regional attendance summaries for attractions 

(2002/03)

Visitor Use Estimates for Santa Fe National Forest

Walatowa Visitor Center Visitor Counts 2002

Bandelier National Monument attendance summaries

Respect the Rio (USDA Forest Service restoration 

and education program)

Public-oriented, recreation-based activities were 
introduced on the Preserve in 2003. During the 2004 
season birding programs, fly-fishing seminars, self-
guided and guided hikes, and equestrian rides were 
all part of the interpretive programming available 
on-site. Annual elk hunts and fishing lotteries are 
recreation-based activities also taking place on 
the Preserve. Managed seasonal cattle grazing, 
biophysical studies and research, and impact 
assessments are non-visitor based (i.e., visitors are 
not actively participating in) activities taking place 
on the Preserve at this time. All of the above have 
been met with very positive feedback.

The VCNP is situated on the Jemez Mountain Trail 
Scenic Byway (Hwy 4) that runs from its junction on 
US 550 (coming from Albuquerque) to Los Alamos. 
Hwy 4 has impressive historical and physical features 
and attractions, along with national and state 
forest campgrounds, which help draw visitors and 
encourage longer stays; this in turn could increase 
community tax bases. The Preserve’s proximity to 
Bandelier National Monument is a benefit that should 
be taken advantage of due to its high visitation—by 
both individual travellers and bus tours. 

One of the few drawbacks to increasing the volume 
and length of visitation on the Byway is the lack of 
roofed accommodation in Los Alamos and Hwy 4 
communities. As of 2004 there are fewer than 200 
rooms available to travellers along this route. 

Los Alamos is starting to take advantage of its 
tourism marketability (2000 Market Analysis). For 
the most part, occupancy availability in Los Alamos 
is opposite than that of other communities and cities 
like Santa Fe, where availability during the week 
is higher than the weekends. Due to Los Alamos’ 

Rourke McDermott

17



Valles Caldera National Preserve
MASTER PLAN for INTERPRETATION

~

current business-driven visitation status, room 
availability is higher on weekends. Both Bandelier 
National Monument and VCNP are within short 
drives from Los Alamos, which could be used as a 
base for multi-day trips and adventures by travellers. 
Espanola and Pojoaque should also be considered as 
marketing partners for visitors. Both communities 
are within day-trip distances of the Preserve and 
both have, and continue to expand, fixed-roof 
accommodations and services, such as restaurants, 
tours and shopping. 

While camping is a very popular activity for holiday 
travellers, it has been noted in almost every survey 
ever taken that, on average, travellers whose main 
interest is in historic and cultural sites tend to have 
a higher income base. They spend more, are more 
inclined to stay in hotels/motels, and visit more 
destinations. The Jemez Mountain Trail Scenic 
Byway contains a high percentage of historic and 
cultural features that would interest this particular 
travel group. This route also provides a good mix 
of recreation activities (i.e., from fishing to hiking 
on marked trails or into the backcountry) that could 
potentially attract this specific group of visitors. 

Nature and recreation enthusiasts are also drawn 
to this area because of its rich outdoor adventure 
possibilities. Hiking, fishing and camping groups 
are very popular markets that could also be tapped 
into by the Preserve. Bus and van tours from 
Albuquerque and Santa Fe are a key market that 
should be explored for future programs. These groups 
are schedule driven, and, once part of the Preserve’s 
program system, could provide an economic base 
for programming. 

SOME SIGNIFICANT STATISTICS

Significance of Byway

• Total byway visitors to the community: 19,022 (8,498 parties)

•  Visitation to the community influenced by the byway to visit: 2,054 
(10.5%)

• Awareness of byway prior to visiting the area: 63%

• Byway influenced decision to visit the area: 10.5%

• Intended to travel on byway: 76%

Economic Impacts 

• Estimated gross receipts (rounded) 
 - Lodging: $1.9 million 
 - Food & Beverage: $1.3 million 
 - Recreation: $611,000 
 - Jewelery: $500,000 
 - Artwork: $334,000 
 - Crafts: $380,000
 - Cultural Activities: $242,000 
 - Other purchases (misc. shopping, gas, gambling): $1.2 million 

Visitation 

• First-time: 47%

• Visited Previously: 38%

• Visit Frequently: 15%

Attractions (highest possible score is 5 = very important)

• Scenic beauty: 4.6

• Availability of Historic Sites: 4.0

• Unique Experience: 3.9

• Museums and Cultural Institutions: 3.9

• Archaeological Exhibits and Sites: 3.9

• Memorable Attractions or Activities: 3.9 

 (from the 2003 New Mexico Scenic Byway Economic 
Impact Study – Jemez Mountain Trail Scenic Byway)

Don J. Usner
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Potential Casual Market

There was considerable difficulty in acquiring detailed 
information on the use of Jemez Mountain Trail 
Scenic Byway. An unattributed figure of 800,000 
vehicles annually using Hwy 4 sounds reasonable 
given that Bandelier National Monument averages 
an annual visitation of approximately 300,000. 
Note, however, that Bandelier is a well-known 
destination at the eastern end of the Byway and may 
receive substantial visitation from the east and south 
by visitors who proceed no further westward. A 
conservative multiplier of double vehicle occupancy 
suggests that approximately 1.2 million travelers pass 
by Valles Caldera every year. An equally conservative 
estimate of half as residents/commuters suggests 
that approximately 600,000 potential visitors, at 
a minimum, experience at least a view into the 
Valle Grande. This equates to approximately 
1600 individuals or 800 vehicles per day. 

In 2004, the Preserve served approximately 22 
people per day based on 8,000 visitors per year. 
The planners noted that during the summer, with 
only the gate open and less-than-inviting signage, 
at least 10 people drove as far as the staging area 
hourly just to investigate and inquire about the 
Preserve. This suggests that curiosity alone would 
double or triple visitation if the Preserve had 
experiences to satisfy short-term visitors.  

The following speculative table is based on visitation 
to a site, which provides a high quality experience 
involving a visitor commitment of less than two hours. 
Visitors are assumed to have little knowledge of the 
site and all it offers. With a concerted marketing 
campaign and adequate experiences, the Preserve 
could easily become a destination that would 
significantly alter capture rates.

Assumed Potential Market of Casual Travelers per year = 600,000

Market Capture Rates:  5% 10% 15%

Visitors per year 30,000 60,000 90,00

Visitors per day (even distribution through year) 82 164 247

Visitors per day (high season)* 118 235 353

*assumes 70% capture during 6 month period
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3.3 Existing Audience
The existing audience for interpretation and 
education is approximately 8,000 people including all 
recreation users, staff, Native-Americans undertaking 
spiritual and traditional practices, scientists and other 
researchers, students including adults upgrading their 
skills, staff, and other visitors who come for special 
reasons. These groups can be further categorized 
by their reasons for being there.

Activities
Recreational Activities (these people come in large 
numbers and will seek out experiences based on their 
needs and interests)

• “Alone” and in place – e.g., artists, fishers, etc.

• “ Alone” and moving around – e.g., hikers, 
backpackers, horseback riders, etc.

• “ Knowledge” seekers – e.g., local community, 
tourists, etc.

• “Convivial” groups – e.g., families, tour groups, 
etc.

• “Casually Curious” – e.g., opportunistic travelers

Spiritual Pursuits and Traditional Practices

• Pueblos

• Others

Education, Training and Skills Development 
(these people come in small groups)

• Ranching practices

• Forest management

• Natural resource management

• Outdoor recreation management

Site Services

• Staff

• Volunteers

• Scientists

Other Groups with Specialized Needs

• Media, journalists

• VIPs – Political and financial figures, etc.

• Professional peers

• Donors and sponsors

Social or Private Experiences in a Special Place
• Solitude: alone or with a minimum of others

•  Private: shared with family and/or friends – no 
intrusion by strangers

•  Peers/experts: learning and/or teaching in an 
outstanding outdoor laboratory 

•  Organized Groups: shared, controlled experiences 
including meeting new people

•  Social and Open: social context very important 
- without the structured formality of a tour
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Relationships of Users to Each Other, 
and to the Outside World  

The graphic to the right provides a conceptual 
model of potential relationships amongst users 
of the Preserve. Note that opportunities exist 
for virtually all users to interact in a variety of 
possible ways. Because of the different activities 
and experiences that draw people to the site, 
it is important that these interactions between 
users are positive experiences for all.
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Implications for Audience Experiences

The existing audience for interpretation in Valles 
Caldera are those who treasure its values to the 
extent that they are willing to pay for it. A sampling 
of recreation users (N=99) conducted during 2004 
provides some insight into the values they most 
appreciate. There was a wide range of characteristics 
listed—only those accounting for 15% or more of 
the total answers are charted. 

Anglers most appreciated the relative solitude 
provided and secondly, the “pristine” nature of the 
Preserve. Individuals who completed the general 
surveys—a much smaller sample—identified wildlife 
first followed by the natural beauty of the place. A 
similarly small sample of individuals, who completed 
the recreation survey, focused on the scenery first. 
Although both samples from the general and recreation 
surveys are too small to identify a pattern, it is 
noteworthy that “solitude/few people” was not 
identified by either group as a particularly valuable 
or special characteristic of the Preserve. It is also 
noteworthy that the Preserve’s privacy values may have 
been a major draw for many anglers and, thus, this 
group probably pre-selected itself for relative solitude.
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Most Valuable Characteristic of the Preserve
from the VCNP Visitor Surveys 2004

General

Recreation

Angler

27%

21%

14%

11%

8%

20%

8%

14%

12%

22%

9%

11%

34%

52%

32%

Scenery/Natural 
Beauty

Solitude/
Few People

Pristine/
Unspoiled

Wildlife Other Answers

22




