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Executive Summary 
 

Since the early 1970’s the Vail Nature Center (VNC) has preserved, protected, and promoted the 

natural ecology of the land that was originally part of the Antholtz property located along Gore 

Creek. Over the years, the VNC, in collaboration with the Town of Vail, Vail Recreation 

District, and Walking Mountains Science Center have provided quality nature education to 

visitors and residents to enhance the understanding and appreciation of natural resources in the 

Rocky Mountains.  

 

After over 40 years, the site is still operated as a nature center and preserve. Trails and minimal 

signs keep the visitors focused on the plants, animals, and sounds of nature. The location is a 

hidden gem for many who seek occasional refuge from some of the more developed areas in 

Vail.  

 

The small 2-story structure on site has served as a visitor center since the 1970s. This small 

building has hosted thousands of visitors over the years and serves as a centerpiece for engaging 

visitors with the VNC site. Built over 70 years ago, however, the structure has seen better days. 

Periodic renovations to the building have included building two additions, painting, floor 

finishing, and the installation of a Clivus composting toilet. However, the overall condition of 

the building continues to deteriorate slowly. Insects and rodents have taken up residence in the 

attic and wall spaces, and some of the proximal outdoor structures (e.g., exterior, signs, 

amphitheater, gardens, and greenhouse) are exhibiting wear. Preventative maintenance has kept 

up with cosmetic issues but fundamental issues related to visitor accessibility, safety, and 

comfort are current concerns.  

 

This plan describes the current context of the VNC operation and provides an overall vision, 

strategy and thematic focus for the VNC for the next several years. This document is not a 

decision document.  Rather, it is a document presented to inform VNC decisions to be made by 

the Town of Vail, Vail Recreation District, and its collaborators. Given the location, nature, age, 

and condition of the site and its built features, the Town of Vail encouraged the planners to “be 

bold”; to create a document that summarized and analyzed the current situation and proposed 

recommendations for building renovations and program changes. This is that document.  

 

How this plan was developed…  

The planning process was initiated in fall 2014 to assess and describe the current situation of the 

VNC and to recommend a course of action for the future. That process is reported in this 

document and included the following activities: 

1. A planning team was convened in September 2014. An outside consultant and two staff from 

Walking Mountain Science Center (partners of VRD) comprised the core planning team. 

2. An initial situation summary was developed by this planning team over the winter of 2014-

15. 

3. In early spring 2015 (March 16-17) two stakeholder discussion groups were hosted in Vail to 

discuss the legacy of and possibilities for the VNC. Stakeholders1 included WMSC 

                                                           
1 See page 7 for a key to the acronyms used in this plan. 
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(including VNC staff), TOV, VRD, VLMD, VR, the U.S. Forest Service, Betty Ford Alpine 

Gardens, and local citizens. 

4. The situation inventory and analysis for the plan were then completed, the thematic focus for 

educational initiatives was developed, and preliminary recommendations were outlined. 

5. In July 2015, two of the planners presented progress on the nearly completed plan to select 

community leaders including VLMDAC, VRD, VR and others. 

6. The plan was finalized in early fall 2015 and vetted with all collaborators including TOV, 

VRD, and WMSC. 

 

How to think about this plan…  
This plan should be viewed as an active and useful tool for at least the following purposes. 

¶ As a communications tool to engage staff, boards, community leaders in setting priorities and 

making disciplined decisions necessary to realize the efforts in this planning process. 

¶ As a funding tool to demonstrate to potential donors or funders that the VNC and its 

collaborators are being clear, transparent, and strategic about site management of and visitor 

experiences with the VNC. 

¶ As a monitoring tool to track progress over time with regard to the recommendations of this 

plan, and to provide benchmarks against which future initiatives might be compared or 

evaluated.  

¶ As a marketing tool to showcase the rich and unique legacy of the VNC as a community 

asset that has endured for decades and which has enduring potential and import for the future.  

¶ As an ongoing administrative tool to organize and guide choices and decisions about visitor 

experiences and preserve management. 

 

How to use this plan… 

This plan is not a decision document. It is a strategic sieve through which decisions about the 

site, structures, and visitor experience opportunities should be run. The plan includes 

recommendations for the site, the structures, and visitor experiences including compelling 

stories, exhibits, signs, and programs.  This plan should be considered an administrative record 

of the VNC efforts over time and a road map for guiding the direction and development of future 

initiatives recommended here. In reading this plan the following may be useful. 

 

The plan is organized as followed:  

¶ Section 1 provides the background and history of the VNC along with the purpose and goals 

for this plan. 

¶ Section 2 inventories the current situation including the location, site, structures, exhibits, 

programs and staffing. This section describes the existing supply of opportunities. 

¶ Section 3 inventories the demand for opportunities; that is, information and data about 

visitors and audiences. 

¶ Section 4 summarizes proposed themes and visitor experiences. 

¶ Section 5 proposes 18 recommendations organized by (a) renewed visioning, (b) the site and 

its structures, (c) eventual programming, and (d) future staffing, management, and marketing 

of the VNC. 

¶ Section 6 summarizes immediate next steps, provides costs estimates for some of the major 

recommendations, and suggests a possible 5 year schedule. 
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¶ Ten appendices conclude the plan and provide in-depth data and information referenced 

throughout the plan.  

 

Throughout the plan are a number of shaded boxes which should be thought of as “So what?” 

boxes. These boxes are located at the end of important inventory sections and answer the 

question: “So, what does all that information and data mean for this situation?” These 

paragraphs attempt to analyze the inventory data and provide a rationale that links what exists 

with what might be. Shaded boxes labeled Sidebars present tangential information or context 

related to the ideas being discussed in the text.  

 

In sum, this plan provides a situation analysis and rationale for a variety of recommendations 

related to the VNC site, structures, and services for the next several years. The recommendations 

of the plan aim to maintain the natural integrity of the site and honor the VNC heritage as an 

environmental and educational asset of the community.    
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¶ VLMDAC (Vail Local Marketing District Advisory Council):  Currently helping TOV to 

fund the VNC Interpretive Master Plan process, and is a passionate advocate for expanding 

the hiking programs offered by VNC. 

¶ VNC (Vail Nature Center): The municipal nature center facility in Vail, Colorado that is the 

focus of this Interpretive Master Plan. 

¶ VR (Vail Resorts):  Operates Vail Mountain and other ski/outdoor recreation properties in 

Colorado and the west. 

¶ VRD (Vail Recreation District): The quasi-municipal special district in Vail, Colorado. The 

purpose of VRD is to offer diverse and exceptional recreation opportunities that enhance the 

physical, social and emotional well-being of all its residents and guests including 

“Opportunities to learn about and appreciate our Rocky Mountain environment through 

guided activities, classes and camps.” VRD has hired WMSC to manage the VNC. 

¶ WMSC (Walking Mountains Science Center): Local non-profit organization contracted to 

manage the Vail Nature Center and lead the interpretive development process. 
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Section 1. Introduction  
 

1a. Background of Involved Entities  

 

The Vail Nature Center  

The Vail Nature Center (VNC) was founded in 1973 by a group of local educators and 

naturalists, who envisioned a place where Vail’s residents and visitors might learn about the 

area’s vast natural resources.  Although the ski resort of Vail is surrounded by scenic public 

lands, the founders worried that the growing population might not protect the natural areas if 

they did not learn to appreciate them.  Accordingly, a group of volunteers converted an 

abandoned farmhouse into the VNC Interpretive Center, and preserved an adjacent seven acres 

of land along Gore Creek as an open-space nature preserve with trails.  

 

The original stated purpose of the VNC, submitted to the Town of Vail (TOV) for approval in 

1973, was to “preserve, protect, and promote all plant and wildlife and their habitats within the 

town of Vail” (Appendix A). At that time, the intent was to raise enough financial support to 

become a non-profit organization. This never occurred.  As a result, the VNC was managed as a 

department of the TOV until it was absorbed into the Vail Recreation District (VRD) in 1993.  

 

In 1987, the TOV conducted its first major management planning of Ford Park when it finished 

construction of its first major building, the Gerald R. Ford Amphitheater. The result was 

Resolution No. 27, Series of 1987, passed on November 3, 1987. Resolution 27 designated the 

seven acres around the Nature Center as an area to be preserved as an example of the Gore 

Valley’s natural history. Vehicular traffic was restricted and certain policies and procedures for 

preservation and maintenance of the grounds and facilities were established with this 1987 

resolution (see Appendices B and H).  

 

For most of its history, VNC has operated with a mission to “provide quality environmental 

education and outdoor recreation opportunities that enhance the understanding and 

appreciation of natural resources in the Rocky Mountains.” Presently, the VNC is managed 

concurrently as an educational facility and nature preserve described further in Section 4b. 

 

Town of Vail 

The TOV updates its Ford Park Master Plan occasionally. The latest Ford Park document was 

published in 2013, and recognized that the VNC helps to accomplish the following goals: 

 

Goal #2: Provide open space, facilities, and programs within Ford Park to meet the passive and 

active recreational, educational, social and cultural needs of residents and guests of Vail.  

¶ Objective 2.1: Provide open space areas within the Park for the passive enjoyment of 

nature and to reinforce the Park’s connection to the natural environment.  

o Policy Statement 1: Preserve the “delight of the natural earth forms and mature 

tree growth adjacent to Gore Creek” (The Vail Plan, 1974) found within Gore 

Creek Preservation Sub-area and limit uses and activities within this area. 
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¶ Objective 2.3: Maintain, and enhance where appropriate, the role of the Park in providing 

facilities for the enjoyment and exploration of the arts, music, dance, education and other 

cultural pursuits 

o Policy Statement 3: Support the educational programs provided at the Nature 

Center and the programs provided by the Betty Ford Alpine Gardens. 

Á Action Step 2.3.3: Promote and support the use of the Nature Center and 

surrounding area as a center for environmental exploration and education.  

 

Vail Recreation District 

The VRD’s mission is to “offer diverse and exceptional recreation opportunities that enhance 

the physical, social and emotional well-being of all its residents and guests.” When the VNC 

was absorbed into the VRD in 1993, VRD created a mandate within its charter for the VNC to 

offer physical activities such as hiking and fly-fishing alongside its other educational 

programming. As such, programming decisions are made based on current environmental 

education best practices and the guidelines of the VRD and original VNC mission statements.  

 

The VRD manages several recreation facilities within the TOV. Its other venues include the Vail 

Golf Club, Vail Gymnastics Center, Vail Nordic Center, Dobson Ice Arena, Vail Tennis Center, 

Vail Skatepark, Imagination Station, and several athletic fields. It also organizes competitive 

athletic events and sports leagues, and hosts a variety of recreational camps and classes.  

 

It is important to note that the VRD is a quasi-municipal special district that has its own Board of 

Directors and taxing authority separate from the TOV.  The VRD Board of Directors, a five-

member panel, is responsible for setting policies and guiding staff throughout the year. Each 

board member is elected to staggered four-year terms. Elections occur every two years. The 

VRD is funded from a property tax mill levy by property owners within the VRD boundary. The 

VRD boundary closely follows the boundary of the TOV with only small portions of the TOV to 

the west and north falling outside of the VRD border. Its departments also receive program fee 

revenue. The TOV owns all Vail facilities from which the VRD operates and renews its lease 

with the VRD to operate the facilities and programs every 10 years.  

 

Walking Mountains Science Center 

The VNC began its partnership with Walking Mountains Science Center (WMSC), formerly 

Gore Range Natural Science School (GRNSS) in 2003 when it contracted with WMSC to staff 

the VNC and instruct a portion of its regular programs for approximately 10 weeks per summer. 

This relationship continued through 2013 when the VRD contracted with WMSC to take over 

full management and staffing of the VNC.  

 

The mission of WMSC is “to awaken a sense of wonder and inspire environmental stewardship 

and sustainability through natural science education.” As a leading organization in its field, and 

due to its long history with the VNC, WMSC is a natural fit for managing and growing the VNC. 

WMSC has the expertise and community understanding to guide the interpretive redesign 

process in a manner that is beneficial for VNC users and stakeholders.  
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The following table briefly summarizes the history of the Vail Nature Center between 1940 and 

present day. 

 

Table 1. Brief Summary of Vail Nature Center History 

Year Use Benchmarks Management Benchmarks 

1940s ¶ Current VNC interpretive building built by 

Antholtz family as a retirement project. 

¶ The main home was where Betty Ford Alpine 

Gardens currently sits; the current VNC building 

was never occupied as a residence. 

¶ Minor ranching and gardening activities took 

place on land. 

 

1960s ¶ Antholtz property purchased by TOV primarily to 

develop Golden Peak as a ski area 

¶ Antholtz home torn down and VNC building 

remained empty  

 

1972 ¶ A group of locals advocated to turn the building 

into Vail Nature Center 

¶ With permission, raised funds and volunteered 

work to renovate building and create original 

exhibits 

TOV agreed to turn the building and 

7 acres of adjacent land into Vail 

Nature Center; VNC funded and 

managed directly by TOV with 

donated funding 

1974 ¶ Vail Nature Center opened 

¶ Dedication ceremony with renowned naturalist 

Ann Zwinger 

 

Table continued on next page… 
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Year Use Benchmarks Management Benchmarks 

1980s ¶ VNC installed the area’s first Clivus Multrum 

composting toilet 

¶ VNC built two additions to the building; the east 

room as exhibit space, and the south room as a 

solar heat collector 

 

1993  VNC transferred from TOV to VRD 

management; VNC became part of 

VRD Outdoor Department 

1993-

1995 
¶ Kim Langmaid served as Director of VNC under 

the VRD Outdoor Department  

 

1995-

1997 
¶ Guidelines for Exhibit Design at the Vail Nature 

Center document was commissioned for and 

produced by ECOS Communications (based in 

Boulder, CO). Project resulted in new outdoor 

signs and suggestions for indoor exhibits. 

 

1995-

2013 
¶ Tom Gaylord served as Director of VNC/Outdoor 

Department 

2 year-round FTEs plus 3-4 seasonal 

employees 

1998 ¶ Kim Langmaid founded Gore Range Natural 

Science School (GRNSS), now WMSC 

 

Circa 

2000 
¶ VNC budget cut drastically; resulting in loss of 

permanent full-time staff members and thus 

commencing facility and exhibit maintenance 

decline 

1 year-round FTE and 3-4 seasonal 

employees 

2003 ¶ Partnership with GRNSS (now WMSC) began; 

GRNSS contracted for a portion of program 

instruction and staffing  

¶ Relationship with VNC helped GRNSS expand 

Community Programs department 

1 year-round FTE plus GRNSS 

Naturalists to help staff facility and 

programs (equiv. about 2.5 total 

employees) 

2008 ¶ Hannah Irwin hired as VNC Coordinator Renovations to some exhibits 

(described in next section); 2 FTE (1 

year-round) plus 1.5 employee 

equivalent with WMSC and contract 

instructors 

2014 ¶ VNC celebrated 40 years VRD contracted with WMSC to 

fully manage and staff the VNC on 

an annual basis; VNC managed by 

Community Programs Department 

of WMSC 

Table Notes about Community Changes 1970-2010: In the past the VNC has offered programs running 

the gamut from nature education, pioneer life, art programs, hiking opportunities, and more. In the earlier 

days, the VNC filled a niche to provide opportunities beyond nature education to help serve a need within 

a small community. In the 1970s and 1980s, the population of Eagle County was 7,500-13,500 people. By 

the 2010 census, the population was over 52,000 people. Along with an overall growth of the population, 

there were also changes in the municipal government. These splits, shifts, and department changes are 

outlined in the table above.  

 

Concurrent to these changes, the VNC’s diverse programming and scope continued to grow. At 

the turn of the millennium, however, funding was cut and demand for services changed. Along 
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with the overall growth of the greater Eagle County, other entities began to also offer outreach 

education opportunities to locals and visitors alike (see full list of Vail/Avon Entities in section 

3d). Other businesses and organizations, like the Alpine Arts Center and CSU-Extension office, 

emerged within the community to offer programs, like painting and gardening, on topics that 

only VNC once offered. Today, with more diverse resources throughout the community, the 

VNC has re-envisioned and renewed its purpose back to its original intent – “to provide quality 

environmental education and outdoor recreation opportunities that enhance the understanding 

and appreciation of natural resources in the Rocky Mountains”.  

 

1b. Public Sentiment about Vail Nature Center  

The building that today serves as the VNC was built before the TOV was incorporated, and is 

one of the town’s oldest remaining buildings. It has been operating as a nature center since 

before most current residents populated Vail. As a result there is a great deal of historic and 

emotional sentiment attached to the building and property by some locals. The VNC is known as 

a quiet, reflective place that is popular as a walking trail for people who live nearby.  For years, 

VNC staff referred to the seven acres of open space nature preserve as the “wild side of Ford 

Park” and visitors are often delightfully surprised that they can feel like they are in the middle of 

‘wilderness’ so close to Vail Village.  

 

Visitors love the quaintness of the VNC and the variety of programs offered. Locals tend to bring 

their out-of-town visitors to the VNC as an introduction to the natural features of the area, and 

although few locals participate in programs other than hiking, the staff receives frequent 

compliments on the facility. Likewise, many long-time residents think of the VNC fondly, 

though only a few locals interact with VNC staff regularly. Some residents of both the Vail 

community and greater Eagle County, however, remain unaware of the VNC.  

 

Many people associate the VNC with its long-time Director, Tom Gaylord, who worked at the 

VNC for more than 20 years before retiring in 2013. As such, the VNC has been recognized as a 

resource for nature information and hiking recommendations. Although many local community 

members use the VNC staff as expert resources, locals rarely interact with exhibits or use the 

VNC as a “museum” since no major changes have been made to the displays in the facility in 

many years.  

 

Many out-of-town visitors to the Vail area make the VNC a regular stop during their visits. To 

these visitors, the VNC is a “must-see” and families often participate in the same programs 

summer after summer. Program participants give the programs rave reviews and comments such 

as “I wish I had found you earlier during my trip to Vail because now I don’t have time to come 

to all your programs” are often offered. Visitors also compliment the displays and the 

friendliness and helpfulness of the staff. 

 

Finally, many out of town visitors are international visitors.  Of course, these visitors come with 

their own unique perceptions about geography, nature, and nature education.  For Western 

Europeans who’ve perhaps visited the high alpine areas such as the Alps, they know that nature 

is an incredibly valuable resource that is highly treasured.  When these visitors come to Vail, 

they likely have high expectations about the kinds of (and quality of) provisions and amenities 

for area parks, nature centers, and hiking trails.  
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1c. Purpose and Goals for this Plan 

Over the years, there have been those who have wanted the VNC to stay the same - always, 

while others feel strongly about updating the facility. This plan is an effort to honor both of these 

perspectives. On the one hand, local sentiment for honoring the past is highly valid and yet, for 

health and safety reasons and for the purpose of meeting public demand for nature experiences 

into the future, reconstituting the VNC as a modest but vibrant catalyst for lifelong learning is 

important for the community. Therefore, the purpose of this plan is to provide context and 

rationale for a variety of recommendations related to the structural soundness of the facilities and 

the potential for a vibrant educational and interpretive future for the VNC.   

 

The more specific goals of this plan are to: 

¶ provide an overall vision, strategy, and thematic focus for VNC site, structures, and 

educational/interpretive initiatives; 

¶ describe recommended renovations for the onsite buildings and structures; and  

¶ recommend a variety of educational and interpretive initiatives (exhibits, programs, 

activities, signs) that are consistent with existing collaborations and public demand; and 

suggest next steps for enhancing the interpretive opportunities of VNC.    
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Section 2. Current Situation and Analysis 
 

2a. Location, Building, and Grounds Description 

This section shows and describes more about the location and details of the VNC. 

 

 
Figure A. The VNC area is flanked by Gore Creek and Ford Park on the north, Manor Vail (lodging) on 

the west, the Vail Golf Course on the east, and Vail Valley Drive on the south. Across Vail Valley Drive 

is the Vail Golf Course, Vail soccer fields, and parking.  

 

 
Figure B. A more precise outline of VNC’s seven acres is shown in this map. 
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Figure C. The VNC is located in east Vail, Colorado along the Gore Creek.  

 

The VNC Site 

As shown in the above figures, the VNC property sits along Gore Creek. The riparian corridor is 

made up of primarily mature blue spruce, lodgepole pine, and alder trees. There is a diverse 

population of shrubs and herbaceous plants. The open meadows are filled with a diverse 

assortment of wildflowers, woody shrubs such as sagebrush, and aspen trees. A Native Plant 

Master Class in 2015 identified over 150 different plant species on the VNC property (See 

Appendix C). 

 

There are three entrances to the site: (a) the bridge from Ford Amphitheater and Ford Park, (b) 

walking path from Vail Valley Drive and the soccer fields, and (c) a service road that is used for 

ADA and maintenance access only. 

 

A series of four interpretive trails cross the seven acres of outdoor space in addition to an 

entrance trail, and are described in more detail below (See also Figure C above). 

 

The VNC’s seven acres include a narrow riparian corridor along the north side of Gore Creek, 

which is undeveloped and inaccessible for visitor or program use.  Construction associated with 

trail to road exposition in Ford Park has impacted this land. 

 

The land at the VNC is managed as a nature preserve, defined further in Section 4b. 

 

Access to the VNC 

Visitors access the VNC from the west by walking through Ford Park and crossing the bridge 

over Gore Creek, or from Vail Valley Drive near the Golden Peak Base area of Vail Mountain to 

the History Trail. From the south, visitors enter from the soccer field parking lot on Vail Valley 
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Drive to the unnamed entrance trail. From the east, neighbors can enter the property by walking 

along Gore Creek via the golf course. Some people also walk down the service road in the east-

middle section of the property. Only visitors with special needs are allowed to drive down the 

service road and park directly at the VNC. There is a booklet describing access in the VNC 

building and on the sign near the bridge entrance.  

 

Parking for the VNC is limited, challenging, and contentious. During the summer, most parking 

in Vail is free. Visitors to VNC can park at the soccer field, Ford Park, or in the Vail Village and 

Lionshead parking structures. During sporting events around Ford Park or concerts at the Ford 

Amphitheater, parking is fee-based at the soccer field and Ford Park lots. These days there is 

almost never any VNC visitor parking spaces available. When this lot is closed, it is difficult to 

describe directions to VNC visitors. At-large, summer parking is an issue that affects the entire 

community, far beyond just VNC. Mid-June through mid-August 2015, visitors could also access 

the VNC by riding the In-Town bus from locations throughout Vail and disembark at the “Vail 

Nature Center” stop on Vail Valley Drive. This bus service stopped daily at 9:00pm.  

 

There are no bikes or cars allowed on-site at the VNC except for deliveries and maintenance.  

The Service Road is the only ADA access. Private vehicles are allowed to park on the Service 

Road if they obtain prior permission.  

 

The VNC Building 

The majority of the VNC building was constructed in the 1940s. The two-story building is 

approximately 1,500 square feet. Several additions were added to the original structure during 

the 1980s. These additions include the east room that currently houses the beaver and riparian 

habitat exhibits and the small greenhouse that housed a hydroponic unit for many years. The 

hydroponic feature was successful and popular with visitors. However, due to the challenges of 

upkeep and the seasonal nature of the VNC facility these materials are currently on loan to a 

local teacher. The addition on the south side of the building included the addition of the 

composting toilet and exhibit space which currently serves as the “bear den” was originally a 

space to store rocks as a solar collector.  

 

There is no running water in the facility but there is a composting toilet that is used as an 

educational opportunity related to how toilets function and the decomposition process. There is 

limited storage inside the building, but there is a covered storage outside on north side of 

building that includes cabinets and cubbies. On the west side of the building is an access door to 

the basement crawl space that houses the composting toilet system and serves as deep storage. 

The root cellar to the south of the building is historic (non-public), and is currently used for deep 

storage. 

 

The bird window on the north side of the building and corresponding outside feeder tree are 

VNC icons. Staff hang approximately 10 bird feeders on the feed tree daily. The diversity of 

seed- and nectar-eating birds that visit the feeders keep visitors entertained for hours. 

Seasonality 

The VNC currently operates mid-May through mid-October.  
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Location and Accessibility Analysis 

Though somewhat difficult to access, the VNC’s cozy location along the Gore Creek makes it a 

hidden gem for the community. There is a great deal of love for the center among those who 

have visited the site over the years. Because of its location, however, there are a number of 

factors that need careful consideration as decisions are made for the VNC over the next decade, 

some of which are important if the facility is to become a year round facility. For example,  

¶ Parking will need focused attention. Free parking in the Vail community in the wintertime is 

non-existent. Finding parking space is difficult and many of the parking areas used in the 

summer are by permit-only during the winter.. 

¶ Accessibility can be difficult for some. In the winter, reaching the location is challenging 

even for the most active visitors, and trail use would require extra trail accommodations (e.g., 

packing or plowing). The switchback section of the driveway is steep, rocky, and tough to 

maneuver in the summer. It is impassible in snowy conditions making deliveries of program 

supplies and basic necessities like water very difficult. Alternative access options may need 

to be considered for winter visitors and less mobile visitors.  

¶ Year round, finding the location of the VNC can be a challenge. The location is fairly hidden 

so even visual location of the site is difficult. Improving the wayfinding signage to and 

directional information about the site will need careful attention.  

¶ Although there is a composting toilet as an educational (and convenience) feature, there is no 

running water at the site. Transporting potable water to the site has been tedious and 

treacherous in the summer. Winter water transport is mostly unrealistic. Plumbing the site to 

the city’s water supply should be considered so that safe and sanitary visitor experiences are 

more convenient.    

¶ Heating the VNC building during cooler times has been inefficient and wasteful due to the 

aging nature of the structure. Alternative options for climate control, insulation, and 

sustainability for the building should be considered. 

 

2b. Building Condition and Existing Exhibits 

The VNC’s exhibits are a combination of well-worn items, many in-house created items (i.e., not 

professionally-manufactured), and some newer items. All taxidermy mounts have a 

corresponding information label that is updated frequently. Nearly all kiosk displays have been 

updated and/or replaced since 2008. 

 

Overall Building Condition 

The VNC building is an aging structure. Built over 70 years ago, it has had only intermittent 

repair work as needed to ensure safety of staff and visitors and to upgrade the facility in some 

cases (e.g., composting toilet, computer access, etc.). There is no running water in the facility 

and there is some evidence of mice, squirrels, raccoons, spiders, and carpenter ants. Electric 

baseboards provide the only heat for the facility thus making winter programming particularly 

difficult and expensive.  

 

A superficial facility analysis of the building was conducted by Borne Engineering in April 2007 

for VRD/TOV.  Complete findings from this report specific to the VNC are included in 

Appendix D.  Several highlights from those findings are included here:    

1. Building Exterior 
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¶ The lap cedar siding is generally in fair condition. The paint is generally in good 

condition, with the exception of the north side. 

¶ The wood and aluminum windows are in fair condition. The existing wood windows will 

become difficult to maintain in the future. The replacement aluminum windows on the 

second floor are not the best long term replacement windows for the wood windows. 

¶ The wood doors and window panes are in fair condition. The stain is beginning to 

weather and is in fair condition.  

¶ The cedar shakes [on the roof] are in fair condition. There are a number of shakes that 

are curling and beginning to split. In general, the flashings appeared to be in good 

condition. 

¶ We would recommend that a heavier weight shingle of increase thickness be installed 

during the next roof replacement. As with any time when additional weight is added to 

the roof assembly, the structure should be evaluated by a structural engineer. 

¶ The brick around the chimney flue is in very poor condition and is severely deteriorated. 

Some of the top brick units have fallen from the chimney. The brick veneer and mortar 

joints around the flue need to be renovated immediately to prevent water intrusion and 

resultant damage to the chimney and the structure. 

 

2. Building Interior 

¶ Hardwood flooring, board and baton wall finishing, and painted dry wall surfaces at the 

ceilings are in fair condition. [Floors were refinished in May 2015.] 

 

3. Outdoor Features 

¶ Miscellaneous signage is in fair to poor condition with visual signs of deterioration. 

¶ Walking and driving paths are in good to fair condition with some paths in better 

condition than others.  

¶ Wood open rail fencing is in good to fair condition. 

¶ Benches and tables are in good to fair condition. 

¶ Timber stairways to creek access are in fair condition for its age. 

 

Facility Analysis 

The current situation of the VNC building is marginal. The building is old and has had only 

minimal preventative maintenance over the past several years. Due to extended periods of 

neglect, the VNC has fallen behind as a maintenance priority.  Although the Borne Engineering 

Property Condition report suggests some features of the VNC are still in good condition, other 

features (e.g., windows, siding, doors, and chimney) are in fair or poor condition.  Additional 

anecdotal information from staff and guests suggests that the building smells, is run down, and 

has some safety issues, specifically rodents living in the ceiling and insulation.  Continued spot 

renovation of the facility is possible, but this simply delays the inevitable. A more thorough 

analysis of the VNC structure may need to be conducted before any future reconstruction or 

remodeling is planned.  In order to ensure the sustainability of a useful nature center over time 

while at the same time honoring the history of the site, significantly renovating the structure 

building is likely the most prudent course of action given the education potential of the site over 

the long term.  
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With this plan, the notion of more deliberate collaboration between TOV, VRD, and VNC (doing 

business as (dba) WMSC) will also be important. This collaboration will be essential to all 

subsequent decision-making regarding the VNC, to ensure (a) the preservation of its nostalgic 

value for the community, (b) its continuation as a viable and valuable educational feature of the 

community, and (c) its financial and environmental sustainability for the future. Dedication of 

these entities to these principles has been demonstrated at the Stakeholder meetings held in 

March 2015. Recommendations of this plan should value this commitment and work toward 

prioritizing and phasing work to be done to create a vibrant and effective VNC – a destination 

experience of the stature worthy of Vail’s residents and visitors.   

 

Existing Interior Exhibits 

Main Room 

The exhibits in the main room are arranged in a circle around a large front desk and building’s 

staircase to the second floor. Most topics are interpreted on wooden kiosks that each address 

three topics on the top half and have cabinet storage on the lower half. The structures are not 

very attractive, but they do provide needed storage space.  

 

The front desk serves as a reception greeting location for Naturalist staff to welcome visitors. 

Additionally, it houses program brochures and other visitor resources. On the desk are the VNC 

telephone and computer. The computer serves both as the Point of Sale system for the gift store 

and work resource for staff on duty. A taxidermy “silver fox” (a black red fox) is mounted on the 

front desk. It is a nice ice breaker to have this mount where the staff sits. 

 

Starting across from the front desk on the east wall are bookshelves and racks that hold retail 

merchandise. WMSC operates a small, but lucrative book store at the VNC. Visitors purchase 

field guides, maps, and books authored towards children and families. The majority of the 

merchandise is displayed on a tall bookshelf. A taxidermy bobcat sits on top of the bookshelf.  

 

East Wall  

Kiosk: Across from the front desk on the east wall and next to 

the bookshelf, is a “Vail’s Native Trees” display in the first 

kiosk with samples and information about aspens, blue spruce, 

Engelmann spruce, and Douglas fir trees. A well-worn 

interactive turn wheel features information about each tree 

species. On the shelf, there is a recently cut and polished 

example of blue stain fungus on a lodgepole pine cookie and 

examples of various tree cones for visitor interaction about 

tree types.  

At the same kiosk is a changing exhibit titled “Nature 

in the News.” On the right, recent nature articles are posted. 

On the left, photos from VNC programs are displayed and a 

dry erase board displays daily trivia questions. A second dry 

erase board is located nearby where visitors can record recent 

wildlife sightings.  
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The third portion of this kiosk is a wildflower display with images of local wildflowers and a 

photo album with hundreds of local wildflower species, labeled and organized by color. It does 

not often catch visitors’ eyes because of its location. Images and signage are beginning to fade in 

color due to this exhibit’s proximal location to the window.  

 

Corner Exhibit: In the northeast corner of the room is a matching activity. Assorted pelt squares 

and replica scats are displayed on a shelf. Visitors can match the specimen to the respective 

animal pictures on the wall. The left side of this corner has images and clues for matching skulls; 

the right side wall has images and clues to match pelts. The pelt squares get worn from touching, 

but are replaced every few years from source pelts in storage. 

 

North Wall 

Taxidermy – Mt. Lion: Along the north wall is a taxidermy mount of a mountain lion. The mount 

is about 15 years old, but in good shape.  

 

Bird Window: Directly after the mountain lion and across from 

the stairway and desk is a bay window which is referred to as the 

“bird window.” The view out from this window is to dead tree 

snag used to hold several bird feeders. The tree began to tilt in 

2013 because its base was rotting, so it was moved and buried in 

concrete.  As branches fall, the feeder tree will likely need to be 

replaced.  

 

In the sitting area of the bay window are laminated images of 

common birds seen at the feeders (created in-house), information 

sheets about identifying birds, bird field guides, and an 

assortment of current nature magazines (such as “Living Bird”) 

for visitors to read.  

 

North Wall Displays: To the left of the bird window is a butterfly display with about 20 mounted 

local butterflies, along with a species key beneath. Next to these is a custom-built wooden 

“Insect Trivia” board where visitors flip up a wooden flap to reveal the answer to an insect-

related question. This is a highly interactive exhibit but not a particularly attractive one.   

 

Along the same wall is a large, pre-fabricated interactive bird song exhibit. There are buttons to 

light up the image of a bird, and buttons next to them to play the bird’s song. Visitors, especially 

children, love to push the buttons. This display is very outdated when compared to some of the 

more contemporary birding apps that are available 

electronically.  

Taxidermy-Mountain Goat: In the northwest corner is a 

taxidermy mountain goat bust. It was donated in 2012 and is in 

good shape. Plans exist for an informational display on 

mountain goats but have not been created. 

West Wall 

Kiosk: The first display on the west wall kiosk is a “What a 

Bird Brain” exhibit with information and images about local 
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birds’ intelligence and memory. On the shelf is an owl pellet dissection station and grosbeak 

wing specimen.  

 

The next display has a custom-built worm composting bin that visitors can open up to see its 

cross-section. Above is information about decomposers, and how to start a worm bin. 

 

The third display on the kiosk profiles some local reptiles and 

amphibians, and how they survive in the cold climate and long 

winter. There is a snake skeleton on the shelf. On the wall to 

the left of the reptile display is another wooden trivia board 

with reptile questions similar to the insect trivia board. 

 

Taxidermy-small mammals: Across from this kiosk are shelves 

with taxidermy mounts of ground squirrel, pine marten, skunk, 

and badger. The shelf is unattractive but it keeps the fragile 

mounts out of the way. 

 

Bear “Den” Space and Exhibit: The room that was originally a 

solar collector room. It currently houses the VNC’s black bear 

and grizzly bear mounts. Each are missing some fur, and 

stitches are showing on the black bear’s chest. Human hair has 

been used in recent years to patch worn spots on the black bear’s fur. There is not currently any 

informational signage associated with the bears. 

 

Prior to WMSC starting to manage the VNC, plans were made to convert this space into a 

pollinator exhibit. Volunteers were used to build an observation bee hive to go in this room with 

outdoor access for the bees. This project was put on hold, but the frame for the bee hive is still in 

storage at the VNC.  

 

West wall Exhibits: On the walls to either side of the “bear den” are two wooden interactive 

exhibits. With “Which Bear Goes Where” people are to match magnetic bears to their clues. The 

other is about recycling, where people match the magnetic trash item to how long it takes to 

decompose. These are popular with all ages, but after almost 20 years, this exhibit is old and 

needs a make-over. Above these exhibits are taxidermy mounts of porcupine, short-eared owl, 

long-eared owl, and great horned owl. 

 

 

 

South Wall 

On the wall to the left of the entrance is a VNC opening dedication plaque, a picture of the 

Antholtz family, and original sketches from Ann Zwinger’s books. There is also a podium with a 

guest sign-in book. Above the podium is a rack to hold the interpretive trail guides, and hanging 

from the ceiling is a taxidermy red-tailed hawk.  

 

Inside the restroom there is a composting toilet education display that is recent but homemade.  
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East Room aka “Watershed Room” 

 

As you walk into the east room, there is a “beaver dam” made 

with aspen logs partially covering the doorway (as if you are 

walking through a beaver dam), and covering the lower half of 

the west wall. The beaver dam was installed in 2006, and mud 

and stumps fall off occasionally. Higher on the wall to the left 

of the door is a profile drawing of a beaver lodge which is quite 

worn. There is also a taxidermy long-billed curlew on a shelf. 

Along the perimeter of the wall is a painted mural that depicts 

the alpine tundra on the north wall, subalpine zone on the east 

wall, and montane/riparian zone on the south wall.  

 

South Wall 

Along the south wall are cabinets covering the entire length of 

the wall. The shelf above the cabinets holds a taxidermy beaver 

with a beaver-chewed aspen stump and mounts of porcupine, 

coyote, and red fox. The end of the beaver’s tail is broken, and it is missing fur from years of 

use. The red fox is missing a huge patch of fur from being chewed on by mice (that now inhabit 

the building). The porcupine and coyote are in good shape.  

 

 

East Wall 

Along the east wall, there used to be a 150 

gallon cold water trout tank. The VNC used to 

have between 3-7 Colorado trout in the tank, 

but it was extremely difficult to maintain 

without access to water in the building. It was 

removed in 2014, and this spot was replaced 

with a river table where visitors can build a 

beaver dam with twigs and rocks, and the water 

is recycled through a simple water 

bucket/pump system. There were also Colorado 

fish posters and stream ecology displays that 

were removed in 2014 since they didn’t have 

context without the trout tank. High up on the wall (so that visitors don’t touch) are a taxidermy 

mounts of mallard, goldeneye duck, and dusky grouse. These mounts are a little worn but could 

likely be rescued with a touch-up.  

 

North Wall 

Along the north wall, there are currently no exhibits where the 

river table used to be. We intend to place a temporary exhibit 

here in 2015 to fill the space.  
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Existing Outdoor Exhibits 

In addition to the interior exhibits, numerous opportunities outside are available for visitors. 

 

Site Map 

In front of the VNC building is a map of the property that is out of date and very difficult to read. 

There used to be a triangle kiosk next to it where tools are stored. The kiosk was removed in 

May 2015. The kiosk housed a bulletin board where VNC schedules and program flyers were 

posted. The roof fell off during a strong storm in 2009 but was replaced. The kiosk was an 

eyesore. 

 

Greenhouse 

Outside the building, on the east side of the building, is a 

small lean-to greenhouse that was built in the early 1990s. The 

panes have been replaced several times and the inside shelves 

and carpet are well-worn. As an east-facing location it is not 

an ideal spot for plants, but it once held a successful 

hydroponics unit, where VNC staff grew basil from 2008-

2013. It was a great opportunity to teach people about modern 

gardening/farming, water efficiency, and what plants need to 

grow. It was not re-installed in 2014 due to the amount of time 

it took to maintain.  

  

 

 

 

 

Trails and Interpretive Signs 

There are four interpretive trails (see below) and several exterior interpretive panels. Two 

interpretive panels were renewed in 2013 by Impact Graphics although the content on the signs 

remained the same.  

 

VNC staff developed a self-guided interpretive guide to match numbered posts along the trails. 

For each of the designated trails there is a series of numbered posts (between 9-15) with 

corresponding descriptions and explanations in a free booklet. This brochure was updated most 

recently in 2012, and is still current to the resources onsite. Booklets are available inside the 

VNC and near the bridge to Ford Park. People are welcome to take booklets home for a $2.00 

donation. 

 

The trails throughout the VNC property could be described as foot paths. They are about 2-3 feet 

wide. The ground material on the paths varies depending on the location. Throughout the 

majority of the VNC there are wood chips delineating the paths, but in areas near the water the 

paths are just dirt. Wood chips are unsustainable to maintain. Every season the entire trail system 

is re-covered with wood chips. Rain, wear and tear, and other impacts move wood chips off of 

trails, into meadow areas and to the bottom of the sloped hills causing vegetative issues. The 

wood chips also create an accessibility issue for visitors using wheelchairs, strollers, and those 

with unsure footing.  
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¶ Meadow Creek Trail: The trail guide has a general nature theme pointing out features along 

the trail. The trail is so named because it crosses through two meadow areas next to Gore 

Creek. 

o Meadow Creek Trail Sign: The sign about the Gore Range is completely cracked and 

needs to be replaced.   

o Teepee: A teepee at east end of VNC property and on this trail is used as a classroom 

space often during the summer.  

 

¶ Ecology Trail: The trail guide stops along this trail all deal with inter-relationships in nature. 

It has a nice beachy area to access the creek and a bench. 

o Ecology Trail sign: The sign about squirrel middens is located next to an actual 

midden that has been in this location for generations. The sign was re-printed in 2013. 

 

¶ History Trail: Several pieces of old farm equipment from the original Antholtz property can 

be seen on this trail, including a binder, which cuts and binds grain. The VRD would like to 

remove these pieces because they present a hazard to visitors. The self-guided trail guide 

stops along this trail interpret the history of the Vail area, the VNC property history, and Ute 

history. 

o History Trail Signs: There is a sign on this trail, replaced in 2013, about meadows and 

local wildlife. There used to be a sign on the other side of the meadow about the 

history of the property, but it broke in half a few years ago. At the end of the history 

trail, near the bridge entrance, is a map of the VNC property that was installed in 

2013. There is also a wooden drop box for interpretive guides that is worn-out and 

leaks. 

 

¶ 5 Senses Trail: This trail is named for the trail guide section 

that describes ways visitors can use their five senses as they 

walk on this path. There is a cement block with various 

imprinted wildlife tracks, but the tracks are very worn and 

difficult to discern. There are also two posts with a rope 

hanging between them (summer only) that goes along with the 

“blind walk” described in the Interpretive Trail Guide.  

o 5 Senses Trail signs:  On this trail are two signs, about 

a riparian life and life in the meadow (on the east side 

of the large meadow by the garden). Both were 

replaced in 2013.   

 

Root Cellar 

A root cellar dugout was constructed on the hillside across from the VNC building by Henry 

Antholtz in the 1940s. There was a canning display in the root cellar until about 15 years ago 

when the cellar was turned into storage. In 2014, the VRD requested that no staff or visitors use 

the cellar because of ventilation and safety issues. However, it continues to be used for storage 

due to a lack of other options. 
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Amphitheater 

There is an amphitheater on the east side of building. This amphitheater area has been used over 

the years for giving outdoor interpretive programs. It has 7 benches made from Lodgepole Pine 

logs (installed 2012). There is a temporary shade structure, a repurposed vinyl carport structure 

which shades the middle benches only. There is a tall wall toward the east side of the 

amphitheater and a fire pit next to it. The wall houses a white projector-style screen, but with the 

carport in place, the screen cannot be accessed. There is however, an architect’s plan to install a 

canvas cover to provide shade and rain protection for this area. For fire safety purposes, when 

this cover is installed, the existing fire pit will apparently be moved outside of the paved area to 

the north. In its current location, the fire pit is awkward for guests to gather around to enjoy a 

program or to roast marshmallows.  

 

Garden 

There is a garden (~10’x10’) west of the building that is planted and managed by staff and 

volunteers. It is surrounded by a tall chicken-wire fence to keep out animals. VNC staff share 

what is currently planted on a sign in the bulletin board next to the garden. It can be difficult to 

keep watered due to varying water levels in Gore Creek. 

 

 

 

Exhibit Analysis 

For the most part, many of the exhibits in the VNC Interpretive Center are aging, crowded, and, 

in some cases, falling apart. Interactivity has been a hallmark of many of the exhibits, but this 

has also contributed to their current condition since several exhibits are constructed from basic 

materials such as plywood, cardboard, and paper.  Assessing the sheer number of exhibits and 

their construction has been an important part of this planning process. As a result, streamlining 

the exhibits by theme and visitor experience should be a priority consideration.  

 

The VNC has also collected a number of taxidermy mounts over the years which are fragile but 

highly engaging for visitors when facilitated by educator. These mounts however, can get dirty 

and attract insects. Some attention to cleaning and preserving them should be considered if they 

are to be used over the long term. However, they are iconic to the VNC and so careful discussion 

and decision making about their use will be important.  As part of that effort, improved 

educational signage would help convey information about the specimen species and provide 

greater purpose to the taxidermy exhibits.  

 

The major topics interpreted in the visitor center have historically been flora and fauna of the 

area and local ecology. It is highly appropriate that these themes remain constant and consistent 

with the mission of the site. However, some theme reorganization and deliberate thought about 

coordinating themes across exhibits and around the site would be prudent. 

 

For the most part, some outdoors signs are not in very good shape. Some are broken, others are 

old. Furthermore, some recent replacement signs (by ECOS Communications) renders an 

inconsistent look for the site.  Also outside, the birding tree is one of the more popular icons at 

the center.  However, the tree snag outside the birding window is aging and so should probably 

be replaced.   
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A shade structure is currently planned for the amphitheater area, and there has been talk about 

replacing potentially dangerous antique farm equipment with other equipment or relics. Each of 

these outdoor education elements should be coordinated carefully as specific site improvements 

are developed. 

 

There has been some past attempt at solar energy with the building which is consistent with the 

mission of the VNC (as a teaching concept). This, and a stronger focus on southern exposure 

lighting, should both be considered if the intent is to have year round access and programming at 

the site.  

 

 

 

2c. Brief History of Programming 

Over the past 40 years, interpretive and educational programming has varied depending on 

staffing, budgets, and local support. The table below summarizes the general history of VNC 

programming for the last 35 years.  

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2. Brief Summary of VNC Programming History 

Year Snapshot of Programs Comments/Elaboration 

1979 Winter Programs: 

¶ Snowshoe lessons 

¶ Snow cave lessons 

¶ Winter Ecology seminars 

¶ Orienteering workshops 

 

Summer Programs: 

¶ Wildflower Walks 

¶ Nature Crafts 

¶ Bird Walks 

¶ Nature Photography 

¶ Campfire Talks 

¶ Baskets/Natural Dyes 

¶ Nature awareness for children 

VNC was open 10-12 months per 

year until about 2000 when budget 

cuts necessitated a reduction in 

programs 

1988 Winter Programs: 

¶ Snowshoe ecology and X-Country hikes 

¶ Cross-country ski tours and clinics 

¶ Moonlight snowshoe walks 

¶ Orienteering workshops 

¶ Jr. Ranger After School Program 

 

Fall programs:  

¶ Nature walks with autumn themes 

Program schedules and topic 

offerings were unique week-to-week.  
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¶ Campfire talks 

¶ Beaver pond walks 

¶ Backcountry hikes 

¶ Nature photography contest 

¶ Backcountry hikes with specialists, e.g. mushroom 

experts 

¶ Field trips for K-8 

1997 Winter Programs: 

¶ All-age interpretive snowshoe walks 

¶ Backcountry snowshoe adventures 

¶ Moonlight snowshoe tour and campfire talks 

 

Summer Programs: 

¶ Backcountry hikes for adults/Hiking Club 

¶ Wildflower walks 

¶ Bird Walks 

¶ Campfire talks 

¶ Beaver pond tours 

¶ Fly-fishing for age 12 and up 

¶ Edible and medicinal plants workshops 

¶ Mountain Connections Day Camps (3 types) 

¶ Keepers of the Earth Campout (2 per summer) 

¶ Kayaking courses (adult, teen and junior) 

Winter programs met at the Vail 

Nordic Center. Some regularly – 

repeated programs with several extra 

events (e.g. Earthfest). The day 

camps that were held at the VNC 

throughout the 1990s were taken over 

by the VRD Community 

Programming Department and turned 

into Camp Eco Fun and Camp Vail.  

Year Snapshot of Programs Comments/Elaboration 

2006 Public:  

¶ Wildflower Walks 

¶ Bird Walks 

¶ Beaver Pond Tours 

¶ Campfire talks 

¶ Full-day and half-day backcountry hikes 

 

Inter-departmental (with VRD):  

¶ Two 1-hour long programs per day, 4 days per week 

to Camp EcoFun, a day camp run by VRD 

Community Programming Dept.  

¶ Occasional programs for other VRD camps, area 

camps and school groups 

¶ Guest speaker series in partnership with VRD 

Community Programming Dept. 

This programming evolved out of a 

partnership with Walking Mountains 

Science Center that began in 2003. 

Beginning that year, naturalists from 

WMSC instructed most of the regular 

programs while VNC staff led hiking 

program. VNC no longer hosted any 

internal camps or overnight programs 

so as to not compete with WMSC. 

Having only one staff member also 

made children’s programs logistically 

impossible. 

 

By this time, the VNC also scheduled 

weekly programs rather than 

occasional programs to make the 

schedule easier for out-of-town 

visitors to understand and for 

scheduling with GRNSS (now 

WMSC). 

2010 Same as 2006 with the following additions: 

¶ Art in Nature (kids) 

¶ Photo Safari (adults) 

¶ Learn to Think Like a Trout (Fly-Fishing for kids) 

¶ Creekside Tours (weekly programs from Vail 

Special contract programs were added 

back to regular programming, 

contracted by VRD with expert 

instructors. 
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Farmers’ Market booth) 

¶ Stories in the Sky (evening program) 

2014* Same as 2010 with the following addition: 

¶ Scenic Storytime (only new program) for toddlers 

During first season under WMSC 

management, maintained the regular 

schedule but added 1 weekend 

program. 
*See Appendix E for full program descriptions 

*See Appendix F for full hiking schedule. Hiking programs take place on public lands through special use permits 

with the BLM and USDA Forest Service. 

 

In addition, the table below represents the breakdown of programs currently offered at the VNC 

(2015), the majority of which take place on the VNC property.  Due to size restrictions and lack 

of dedicated classroom space, programs do not take place inside the VNC building. The 

exception to this is when it rains during Camp EcoFun or the evening programs (S’mores and 

More, Stories in the Sky, and Beaver Pond Tours). During inclement weather, these programs 

gather in the beaver lodge room inside the VNC. This is not an ideal situation or location for 

these programs.  

 

 

Table 3. Summary of VNC programs by season, group type and program focus 

Program 

Focus 

On-site 

 Inside VNC 

On-site Outdoors Off-site (regional) 

Hiking  Private Guided Snowshoe 

Programs 

Adult and Families 

Winter 

Vail Valley Full- and Half-

Day Back Country Hikes 

Adult 

Summer 

Fishing  Think like a Trout 

Kids 8-13 yrs 

Summer 

Camp  

 

Camp EcoFun (VRD) 

Kids 4-6 yrs. 7-11 yrs. 

Summer 

 

Art  Art in Nature  

Kids 6-13 yrs. 

Summer 

 

Photo   Photo Safari 

Adults 

Summer 

 

Water  Creekside Nature Walks 

Families and Adults 

Summer 

Animal 

Programs 

 Evening Beaver Pond Tours 

Families and Adults 

Summer 

 Morning Bird Walks 

Families and Adults 

Summer 

 

Plant 

Programs 

 Wildflower Walks 

Families and Adults 
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Summer 

Other  S’mores and More 

Families and Adults 

Summer 

 

 Scenic Story Time 

Young families 

Summer 

 

 Stories in the Sky 

Families and Adults 

Summer 

 

Legend: Groups = Kids  Families  Adults   Seasons = Summer  Winter 

 

Hiking Programs 

Full- and half-day backcountry guided hikes by WMSC/VNC staff are given on U.S. Forest 

Service and Bureau of Land Management lands under Special Use Permits issued to both VRD 

and WMSC. The number of permitted days is finite and the locations are fixed. There is room to 

expand participant numbers on these programs and there is also a desire to grow the number and 

type of hiking programs offered. In 2014, in an attempt to diversify hiking locations, WMSC 

added some of the user days from their separate USFS Special Use permit to the program 

offerings. However, access to private land possibilities, such as WMSC’s new Sweetwater 

property in Dotsero, CO, may need to be considered for future flexibility of hiking programs.  

 

Programming Analysis 

Nature programming at the VNC has been a mainstay over the years.   One of the major purposes 

of the preserve is to have people explore and engage with nature at the site.  However, with 

recent national movements such as No Child Left Inside, nature explorations in the entire Vail 

Valley are becoming more popular.  Therefore, hiking opportunities and other programming 

possibilities should not necessarily be limited to the VNC site. If the VNC is to garner 

community collaboration and respect, outreach efforts should be strongly considered. In this way 

the building and site can remain a hidden gem, but the mission of the organization can permeate 

the local area with education and interpretive possibilities. The challenge for organizing and 

maintaining an effective level of programming will be to balance the level of available resources 

(time, money, staffing) with demonstrated (and growing) visitor demand. Growing one assumes 

growth of the other. Careful monitoring of both will be important over the long term.  
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2d. Current Staffing 

The VNC land is owned by the TOV and the facility contents are owned and maintained by 

VRD. VRD has contracted WMSC to manage the facility and programs. Leadership staff from 

both VRD and WMSC have worked closely to establish the contract and financial implications 

of this partnership.  The organization structure below summarizes the relationships between 

these entities (where green represents TOV, blue represents VRD, and red represents WMSC).  

 
WMSC leadership, Markian Feduschak and Lara Carlson, oversee the partnership between 

WMSC and VRD and the implications of the contract. Lara Carlson and Hannah Irwin oversee 

the day-to-day staffing program implementations and on the ground management of the VNC. 

The WMSC organizational structure below shows how those staff members fall within that 

organization and shows some of the other staff who have joint responsibilities with WMSC and 

VNC.  

 

Lara Carlson currently manages the big picture aspects of the VNC-WMSC partnership and 

overall operations of the Community Programs department and staff for WMSC, while Hannah 

Irwin manages the day-to-day operations of the VNC, the Naturalist Interns who help staff it, and 

the facility and nature preserve maintenance. At present, WMSC hires 12 Summer Naturalists 

interns, all of whom rotate time at the VNC each week. Naturalists staff the exhibit space, 

interact with visitors, and teach programs. Most days during the summer operational season there 

are 2 naturalists staffed on-site at the VNC. 

 

Peter Suneson guides the full- and half-day Hiking Programs for VRD and WMSC that are 

operated from the VNC. Hannah Irwin also hires contract instructors to teach specialized 

programs, such as Art in Nature, Photo Safari, and Learn to Think Like a Trout. 
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Staffing Analysis 
The current staffing partnership with WMSC seems to be a good fit for the VNC, although the 

VNC as presently operated, may not be sufficient to meet current and growing demand for nature 

experiences, particularly hiking and active natural exploration.  In order that the exhibits and 

programming be upgraded to 21st century thinking about environmental education and 

sustainability additional staffing over time may be required.  This may be particularly important 

if additional winter programming and/or off-site hiking is desirable.  Furthermore, any action 

toward year round use of the site may necessitate a more consistent site/building maintenance 

staffing.    
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Section 3. Audiences, Themes, and Visitor Experiences 
 

3a. VRD Participant Demographics 

In 2011, VRD hired a consulting company, Intercept Insight, LLC, to conduct a community 

study of the various VRD programs including the VNC. The final result was a document titled 

“VRD Community Survey Results, March 2012”. For this work, an email survey was sent to 

11,570 participants of VRD programs/activities in 2011. Approximately 500 people responded 

for a response rate of 4.3%.  

 

VRD Survey – Satisfaction with VNC 

Within this study were several scale item questions (5pt scale; 5 = highly satisfied) that 

were used to measuring participant satisfaction with several VRD activities/programs and 

facilities. Demographics were also collected from participants. The following graphic and 

accompanying list summarize data specific to VNC satisfaction. 

 
 

Respondent comments to the question, “What one change would you make to the Vail Nature 

Center?” included the following responses: 

¶ Revitalize the exhibits in the building - they look tired                                                                        

¶ NOTIFICATION OF PROGRAMS                                                                                         

¶ More publicity.                                                                                              

¶ More Lions!                                                                                                

¶ Keep adding more programs, perhaps more one to two-night overnight to start exposure to kids using 

huts, yurts, etc...                                           

¶ It would be great if it were longer. Love the smores!                                                                          

¶ Increase the painting workshops.                                                                                     

¶ Facility could be improved                                                                                        

¶ Don't always know when the events are being offered                                                                           

¶ Didn't have time to participate in all, but think it is great                                                                      

¶ Better scheduled events                                                                                         

¶ Better publicity for the hikes                                                                                      
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¶ Better parking options                                                                                          

¶ Better advertising of the activities  

 

VRD Survey – Participant Demographics  

The following charts summarize family status, age, education, and income of respondents to the 

general VRD survey.  
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Eagle County Census Data  

From a different data source, the 2012 Vail Valley Partnership Marketing Project, the table 

below summarizes county resident median income which gives a slightly different perspective on 

income.  
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3b. Visitor Profiles 

Based on collective staff observations for over more than nine years, the following categories 

summarize visitor segments for VNC visits: 

 

¶ Out-of-Towners (95%):  This segment represents a variety of visitor motivations and 

expectations and thus, tends to be the most engaged visitor segment. Comprising the vast 

majority of VNC visitors, some of these out-of-towners stumble across the VNC accidentally 

while walking around the community.  Over the years, some of these new visitors become 

annual repeat visitors. These visitors have come to expect experiences and programs that fit 

their schedules while they are in town.   

 

In addition, Vail is an international destination and so this segment includes a number of 

foreign visitors.  Given that the majority of the international visitors are well-educated, most 

are able to converse in English but some may encounter barriers when it comes to reading or 

understanding the meaning behind some signs or exhibits.  Many international visitors also 

expect above-and-beyond customer service (Vail-caliber service) for all experience in the 

community which includes those experiences at the nature center or on guided walks, talks, 

or programs.   

 

¶ The “Locals” (2%): The VNC receives occasional visits from Eagle County residents, 

primarily to introduce out-of-town guests to the area. Since exhibits have not often changed, 

these people do not see much reason to look around, but they think the VNC ‘neat’ enough to 

bring others. Recently, the VNC has been able to get several local children to come to its two 

summer drop-off programs – Art in Nature and Think Like a Trout. The percentage of this 

group’s visitation is likely to increase if the VNC and exhibits receive a facelift.  

 

¶ Our “Neighbors” (1%): Many people who live in the vicinity, walk the VNC trails often, all 

year long. A few neighbors stop in to talk to VNC staff, ask questions, and look at books. 

There is a handful of “neighbors” who are very vocal about any changes at the VNC, but are 

otherwise uninvolved with the VNC in that they don’t visit or participate. 

 

¶ Volunteers (1%): A hand-full of dedicated locals have regularly volunteered at the VNC. One 

couple, who began as hiking club members, have now volunteered for more than 10 years. 

The regular volunteers believe that the VNC is a special place.  

 

¶ Hiking Club Members (1%): This segment represents a group of about 20 people who, for 

years, have regularly hiked with and socialized with Tom Gaylord (former VNC Director). 

This group was given special attention by Tom Gaylord with many extracurricular social 

events, hut trips, and winter hikes tailored to them. They are very supportive of Tom Gaylord 

and Hannah Irwin, but do not patronize the VNC regularly with the exception of a few 

grandchildren who are placed in the (drop off) Art in Nature or Fly-Fishing programs. 

Though affluent, they do not donate to the VNC or WMSC. Some are full-time residents but 

most are second homeowners or are summer season renters. Other than a hiking connection, 

they generally think the VNC public visitation and other programs are for tourists, not them. 

 

 



36 

3c. Frequently Asked Questions by Visitors to VNC 

Informal staff observations suggest a number of frequently asked visitor questions. These include 

the following which are categorized by directions vs. content questions: 

 

Directions, Wayfinding, or Logistical Questions 

¶ What trails do you have? (directions for VNC trails) 

¶ What’s there to do here? 

¶ What programs are going on? 

¶ Where should I/can I go hiking? (hiking/trail recommendations) 

¶ How do I exit this area? How do I get back to Ford Park? 

¶ Who should I contact to participate in ________ activity? (jeep, rafting, private guides, etc) 

 

Content-specific Questions 

¶ What wildlife can we expect to see? 

¶ What _____ did I see? (description of a flower or animal seen elsewhere) 

¶ What do I do if I see a bear or mountain lion? 

¶ What are these _____? (questions about plants or birds observed at the VNC) 

¶ What flower did I see at the Betty Ford Alpine Gardens? (possible confusion over difference 

between VNC and BFAG) 

¶ Questions regarding more information about what is contained in the exhibits 

 

 

3d. Relationships with other Eagle County Entities 

Throughout Eagle County, there are many business and organizations that provide educational, 

outreach, outdoor, excursion, or camp programs for locals and tourists. This list attempts to 

identify specific entities that also serve the VNC’s audience in their own way.  

 

¶ Affinity Groups – Volunteer groups and service learning opportunities have contributed to the 

VNC in the past in the form of trail work, minor construction, and place-based learning. 

These groups include public and private school classes, scouting groups, Eagle Scout 

projects, and Eagle County Youth Conservation Corps (which no longer exists in the county).  

 

¶ Alpine Arts Center – Located in Edwards, the Alpine Arts Center offers classes and 

workshops for pre-K, youth, teens, and adults. Classes start at $15/hour. They offer weeklong 

summer camps for kids and teens. The center is open for drop in studio time at different 

points in the week. Birthday parties and private events are also available. 

 

¶ Avon Recreation Center “Something Fun Summer Day Camp” – The Avon Recreation 

Center in Avon offers summer camp/childcare throughout the summer. These camps provide 

a whole day of recreational activities, including games at the Avon Elementary School near 

the Avon Rec Center plus tennis, group sports and swimming. These camps visit WMSC 

weekly for an hour long educational lesson. These camps are offered for children 5 through 

12 years of age and cost $40/person/day. 
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¶ Beaver Creek Hiking and Nordic Center – During the summer the Beaver Creek Hiking 

Center leads paid public hikes on Beaver Creek Resort and surrounding areas including 

USFS public lands. In winter months, the Nordic Center offers snowshoeing, Nordic skiing, 

and Telemark skiing instruction on Beaver Creek Mountains’ McCoy Park. Beaver Creek 

Hiking and Nordic Center is owned and operated by Vail Resorts. 

 

¶ Betty Ford Alpine Gardens (BFAG) – Located across Gore Creek from the VNC in Ford 

Park, BFAG have both native and cultivated wildflowers arranged in a series of garden beds 

that are open for visitors at all times. Plants are labeled and the garden manages a team of 

staff and volunteers who answer questions and provide tours. Programs include yoga in the 

garden, cooking classes, and a variety of adult/family programs. BFAG has recently built 

their own Education Center which includes an indoor green house, interactive exhibits, and 

classroom space. 

 

¶ Bravo!Vail – Bravo!Vail is a month long music festival housed at the Ford Amphitheater in 

Vail across Gore Creek from the VNC and adjacent to the Betty Ford Alpine Gardens. 

Bravo! hosts the Dallas Symphony Orchestra, the Philadelphia Orchestra, and the New York 

Philharmonic and guest musician performers. Bravo! runs annually throughout July and the 

majority of concerts begin at 6pm. The Vail Valley Foundation also hosts the free Hot 

Summer Nights concert series at the Fort Amphitheater mid-June through mid-August on 

Tuesday nights every summer.  

 

¶ Colorado Ski and Snowboard Museum – This museum is located in the Vail Village parking 

structure. They ask a suggested donation of $2/person. Exhibits include information about the 

10th Mountain Division, History of Vail, Ski Championship and Olympic Skiing 

Memorabilia, Snowboarding History and Archive, Colorado Ski and Snowboard Hall of 

Fame, History of Ski Bindings, and more. They offer weekly tours of the museum on 

Tuesdays, History of Vail tours on Tuesdays, and 10th Mountain Division stories on 

Saturdays. 

 

¶ CSU Eagle County Extension – The Eagle County extension agents are specialists in the 

areas of youth development, consumer and family education and horticulture and small 

acreage management. Programs include 4-H Youth activities, nutrition and food safety 

programs, Master Gardener and Native Plant Master certifications. 

 

¶ Eagle County Historical Society - Eagle County Historical Society is dedicated to the 

maintenance, publication and education regarding the local history of our county. This area 

has a rich history associated with all that makes the West "the West." Native American 

culture, mining, agriculture, ranching and recreation all have played important roles in our 

past. The Eagle Country Historical Society Local History Museum is located in Eagle, CO 

and is open to the public for a small donation during the summer season. The ECHS also 

coordinates special programs like Minturn Cemetery Tours from time to time. 

 

¶ Eagle River Water and Sanitation District – The Eagle River Water and Sanitation District is 

responsible for the public water systems and wastewater treatment for eastern Eagle County. 
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Additionally ERWSD educates the community about strategies for water use and 

conservation. 

 

¶ Eagle River Watershed Council – The Eagle River Watershed Council advocates for the 

health and conservation of the Upper Colorado and Eagle River basins through research, 

education and projects. In addition to doing work in conservation and water quality, the 

Watershed Council also offers a variety of educational programs for both the public and 

schools. Public programs including free public presentations called Watershed Wednesdays 

and a River Guide education program. Eagle River Watershed Council also supports local 

schools and volunteers in the River Watch water quality monitoring program.  

 

¶ Eagle Valley Land Trust – The Eagle Valley Land Trust is a local non-profit with the 

mission: preserve forever our scenic vistas, open spaces, historic lands, waterways and 

wildlife habitats that represent the uniqueness of Eagle County and the Central Rocky 

Mountains for the enjoyment, education and benefit of all who live in and experience this 

special place. Their community outreach includes establishing lands to conserve throughout 

Eagle County, educating people about the benefits of open space, serving as a resource on 

conservation to public and private parties, and being a leader of landscape stewardship within 

Eagle County.  

 

¶ Minturn Anglers (and other guide services) – For guided fishing and hunting opportunities, 

these private companies take guests to great fishing holes, teach the art of fly fishing, and 

share a little about the ecology and ecosystems of the areas they fish. Hunting guides provide 

services to their guests taking them to prime hunting spots and provide some hunting and 

habitat education as well. Companies operating on US Forest Service or BLM lands do so 

under a special Use Permit. Minturn Anglers provides free casting clinics at farmers markets 

and special community events.  

 

¶ Nature Discovery Center (NDC) – This facility, located on the top of Vail Mountain is also 

managed by WMSC. It is a 3-way Cost Share Agreement between WMSC, Vail Resorts, and 

the U.S. Forest Service. The NDC operates in both summer and winter and is accessible via 

the Eagle Bahn gondola. A variety of guided nature hikes, snowshoe tours, and evening hikes 

are offered during peak seasons at this facility.  

 

¶ Paragon Guides (and other guide services) – Private guide companies lead paid expeditions 

and excursions for the public such as hiking programs, overnights, hut trips, rafting, 

kayaking, ski tours, snow cat and snowmobile and Jeep tours, and more on public and private 

lands. Those operating on US Forest Service or BLM lands do so under a Special Use Permit. 

 

¶ School Groups - Eagle County Schools is the local public school district with 9 elementary, 4 

middle, and two high schools plus 4 specialty schools. The closest public school to VNC is 

Red Sandstone Elementary. Vail Mountain School is a private K-12 school also located in 

Vail. School groups in the past have visited the VNC for field trips. Other private schools in 

the area include St. Clare of Assisi and Vail Christian High School. Since WMSC operates a 

full Youth Programs Department, we are no longer offering school programs at the VNC. 

School groups have also volunteered time through service learning at the VNC. 
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¶ SOS Outreach – SOS Outreach is a national non-profit with Eagle County origins and roots. 

SOS Outreach is a youth development non-profit that fosters self-confidence, leadership 

skills, and positive decision-making in underserved youth. SOS programs are unique in their 

use of adventure sports to engage participants for future success. SOS student groups often 

do volunteer work at publically used facilities and non-profits to accumulate service hours. 

Groups may also contact organizations like WMSC and VNC for specialized educational 

opportunities. 

 

¶ Sylvan Lake State Park - Located southeast of Eagle, CO, Sylvan Lake State Park is around 

15,000 acres with a 42 acre manmade lake at its core. At SLSP visitors can camp, hike, fish, 

boat, and more. Cabins and yurts are available for rental. Interpretive staff offer educational 

programs and hire WMSC for weekly Saturday evening campground programs.  

 

¶ USDA Forest Service – 80% of Eagle County is public lands primarily designated and 

managed by the US Forest Service. The majority of local outdoor recreation takes place on 

Forest Service lands. The Minturn Ranger Station has subcontracted with WMSC through the 

Cost-Share Agreement mentioned above to provide the majority of the environmental and 

interpretive education programming conducted by the Forest Service. Most of the visitor use 

of public national forest land is on an individual and independent basis. Visitor use recreation 

opportunities range from hiking, backpacking, mountain biking and backcountry skiing to 

motorized recreation on motorcycles, jeeps, and four-wheelers, hunting and fishing, and 

more. Both Vail and Beaver Creek ski areas operate on forest service land. Eagle County is 

home to three Wilderness Areas – Holy Cross Wilderness, Eagles Nest Wilderness, and Flat 

Tops Wilderness. 

 

¶ Ute Springs Experiential Learning Center – Ute Springs is a new non-profit based in Eagle, 

CO. Ute Springs’ mission is to address a need for social-emotional learning within our 

community. Their focus is to bring increased self-awareness, social-awareness, self-

management, and responsible decision-making and leadership skills while connecting to 

place through an adventure-based curriculum. Ute Springs works with local schools offering 

school day, afterschool programs and schools-out camps. During the summer time, Ute 

Springs offers summer camps. 

 

¶ Vail Nordic Center – The Vail Nordic Center operates Nordic skiing and snowshoeing 

through a subcontractor on the VRD’s public Vail Golf Course. They provide equipment 

rental and offer Nordic ski lessons while the VRD grooms and manages the Nordic and 

snowshoe trails. It is possible to snowshoe on the golf course/Nordic trails from the Vail 

Nordic Center at the golf club house to the VNC. 

 

¶ Vail Recreation District’s Imagination Station – The Imagination Station is open year round 

in the Lionshead Parking structure in Vail. VRD describes the Imagination Station as “a 

thoughtful play space, features a Thoughts Flow to inspire experimental play; a Play Wall to 

integrate physical and cognitive learning; a light table and builder boards that inspire 

problem-solving, a hyperbolic funnel that models planetary motion, and a vet clinic where 

children can play doctor to the animals.” Additionally VRD offers art classes, yoga, pilates, 
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and martial arts classes from this facility. It costs $5/day for families, but there are also 

weekly, monthly, and yearly rates. It is designed for children aged 2-12 years old. 

 

¶ Vail Recreation District – Summer Camps – VRD offers summer camps through the VRD 

Community Programming Department for children aged pre-K through 13 years. Camps 

include Pre Kamp Vail, Camp Vail, Extreme Camp Vail, Camp Eco Fun, Mad Scientist, and 

Jammin’ Jazz. Children can attend for one day or a full week for most camps. Camp Eco Fun 

programs are two days. As part of Camp Eco Fun children spend an hour of each day visiting 

the VNC and participating in a theme-related lesson presented by Naturalists from WMSC.  

 

¶ Vail Resorts Adventure Ridge – Adventure Ridge is located at the top of the Eagle Bahn 

gondola on Vail Mountain. It is home to WMSC’s NDC, but Vail Resorts also offers a 

number of activities. In the winter, activities such as snow tubing, ski biking, zip lining, and 

kid’s snowmobiling are offered. Adult and children activities include zip lining, adult and 

children ropes courses, trampoline, climbing wall, Jeep tours, horse and pony rides, and 

guided hikes during the summer season. 

 

¶ Vail Resorts’ Epic Discovery – Vail Resorts is in the process of rolling out their on-mountain 

summer recreation and activities expansion. Much of this includes capital improvements to 

the mountain such as zip lines, canopy tours, alpine coasters, high ropes courses, climbing 

walls, expanded hiking and biking trails, and summer tubing. In additional to adding 

activities Vail Resorts intends to include educational and interpretive features and signage 

within each structural component. Staff will also be trained on some of the elements to 

provide informal interpretation and education about local ecology and environmental 

components. This project could also include expanded guided hiking and mountain biking 

opportunities. 

 

¶ Vail Stables (and other guide services) – Located up Spraddle Creek Road in Vail the Vail 

Stables offer guided horseback tour programs ranging in length from one to three hours. 

They also offer day full summer day horse camps for children 6-12 years and half day horse 

camp for children 3-6 years. Other businesses also offer guided horseback rides at locations 

throughout Eagle County. 

 

¶ Walking Mountains Science Center – WMSC is a local science and nature museum with a 

campus open to the public. The Center offers early childhood and family programs, adult 

lectures and seminars, and hosts week-long Summer Science camps for youth (grades 1st -

12th). Free Nature Walks are also offered daily at the facility. WMSC manages the VNC in 

partnership with the VRD.  

 

¶ Western Eagle County Metropolitan Recreation District (WECMRD) – Similar to the VRD 

and Avon Recreation Center, WECMRD serves the recreational needs of the western end of 

Eagle County – Edwards, Eagle, and Gypsum. They operate field houses in both Edwards 

and Gypsum, pools in Eagle and Gypsum, and a number of outdoor sports facilities. 

WECMRD offers recreational sports teams and instruction, summer camps, and schools-out 

camps.  
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3e. Nature Center Experiences in a Global Context 

It is important, recognizing that Vail is an international destination, to acknowledge other high-

caliber nature center and natural history museum visitor experiences to which our audience may 

be accustomed.  The following examples are snapshots of nature centers to which the VNC may 

be compared. 

 

Gesause National Park near Graz, Austria 

Gesause National Park in central Austria is home to an internationally-renowned monastery and 

nature park.  The “Weidendom” or willow dome is said to be the largest living building in the 

Alps and is the centerpiece of the nature park.  This living dome (and some smaller exploration 

domes), provide a unique and truly immersive experience for nature education – both teaching 

and learning. In addition, the nature center has immersive and in-situ exhibits that interpret 

natural systems such as the soil column, how a tree grows, and nature sounds.  These and a 

number of other on-site nature experiences exemplify the motto of the park:  Experience Nature 

– Experience Culture.  This commitment to nature tourism is strong and is embodied throughout 

the nature park and the surrounding areas.  The VNC can be inspired by its attempt to provide 

a truly unique and immersive experience in nature for each visitor and to embolden a 

commitment to nature tourism throughout the region.    
 

 

          
 

           
Islandwood on Bainbridge Island, Washington  
Islandwood was a bold experiment in nature center experiences at the turn of the century.  In 

1999, IslandWood’s founder Debbi Brainerd and her husband Paul built an environmental 

learning center for children without access to regular outdoor educational programs (i.e., urban 

youth).  Today, more than 12,000 students from 160 schools, learn to explore their connection to 

the natural world through visits to the Bainbridge Island campus.  The campus integrates 
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technology, art, and the environment to stimulate exploration of nature and place.  At this nature 

center they view:  Learning as a journey, one that begins with the spark of inspiration. 

IslandWood is that catalyst; an invitation to walk down a new path and come to a new 

awareness of our place in the world.  The VNC can be inspired by Islandwood’s acute 

awareness of modern society’s disconnect with the natural environment and ability to draw 

a bridge between all people and nature using contemporary approaches. 

 

         
 

       
 

 

Kalamazoo Nature Center in Kalamazoo, Michigan 

To its visitors, this nature center is a magic place that draws people to Cooper’s Glen in 

southwest Michigan.  In this location there is evidence that Native Americans camped near the 

glen prior to European settlement.  Some of Cooper Township’s first European residents lived 

close to the glen, building their homes in the clearings made famous by James Fenimore Cooper 

in his book “The Oak Openings.”  In the late 1950s gravel mining and commercialism threatened 

Cooper’s Glen, so a group of community leaders came together to purchase the land and 

establish an outdoor environmental education center that would become known as the 

Kalamazoo Nature Center—one of the first nature centers in the country. Today the 1,100 acre 

Kalamazoo Nature Center is recognized by its peers as one of the top nature centers in the 

country.  The VNC can be inspired by the organization’s strong sense of place that is 

infused into its programming. 
 

https://islandwood.org/carousel-image/iwstorycarousel04?width=100%&height=100%&inline=true#colorbox-inline-592189141
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Denver Museum of Nature and Science in Denver, Colorado 

The Denver Museum of Nature and Science, founded in 1900, is a big-city institution that boasts 

an enormous natural history exhibit in addition to rotating science exhibits, community 

programs, and research.  Many Colorado residents who visit the VNC building make 

comparisons with this museum, in their minds viewing it as a smaller version of the natural 

history exhibit at DMNS.  As such, the VNC could better serve its audience by living up to 

the quality of the DMNS exhibits in order to be considered its own destination, rather than 

a rural substitute for a larger institute such as DMNS.  

      
 



44 

  
 

Aldo Leopold Nature Center in Monona, Wisconsin 

Considered one of the premier nature centers in the country, Aldo Leopold Nature Center offers 

a traditional mix of indoor exhibits, interpretive trails, school programs, nature camps, special 

events and adult workshops.  Their exhibits use multimedia technology and hands-on artifacts to 

engage all ages and interests.  Rotating exhibits keep the nature center fresh and relevant to 

returning visitors.  The buildings themselves boast sustainable features such as solar panels and 

water efficiency systems.  The VNC can be inspired by its ability to be a resource for locals 

and visitors alike, and to “walk the talk” with its sustainable design and business practices. 
 

          
 

      
 

 

3f. Stakeholder Input 

On March 16 and 17, 2015 two Stakeholders meetings were conducted in order to explore local 

perceptions about the values, legacy, unique characteristics, challenges, and the potential of the 

VNC. Planners purposively recruited 27 participants that represented perspectives of local 

leaders and citizens (specifically, WMSC, TOV, VRD, VLMDAC, Vail Town Council, Betty 

Ford Alpine Gardens, and local residents).  A total of 23 participants attended one of two 

discussion sessions on the dates above and 16 of these completed a short demographic survey.   
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Data from that survey revealed that: 

¶ participants were all local from Eagle (4), Edwards (3), Vail (3), and Avon (6) 

¶ average years of residence in the area was 20 but ranged from 1 to 49 years 

¶ there were 6 males and 10 females in attendance 

¶ most were ages 31-50 (n=7) although 3 were age 21-30yrs and 6 were over 50yrs 

¶ all were white/Caucasian 

¶ most (n=8) had some post-graduate education 

 

During the two 90 minute discussions, the stakeholders responded to questions such as:  

¶ Why is nature education important …for you?  …for the community? 

¶ What is the legacy of the VNC… what makes it unique? 

¶ What topics, stories or message are most compelling for the VNC? 

¶ What visitor experiences are most relevant for the VNC? 

¶ What changes to the facility are needed? 

¶ What is the most realistic ideal for the VNC? 

¶ What opportunities exist for partnerships with the VNC? 

 

Following both discussion groups, the planners discussed the findings and summarized the input 

for use in this plan (see Appendix G). 

 

Audience Analysis 
Based on data from the VRD Survey, it would seem that visitors love the VNC although they 

have suggestions for some changes (related in large part to the topics discussed in this plan). The 

other VRD data confirms the common perception of Vail visitors as well-to-do, educated, young 

families and retirees. These constituents seem to make up the vast majority of current VNC 

visitation based on subjective segmentation by staff. And yet, a small but engaged set of local 

residents use and appreciate the VNC. The challenge here is to meet the needs of both groups 

and to open it up to be of interest to new groups such as young adults. 

 

The tourist visitors are many but, unless they become chronic repeat visitors, they may only visit 

once.  This makes marketing and customer service essential for satisfying engagements. These 

one-time visitors first need to learn about the VNC - find out where it is, how to find it, and what 

it has to offer. Once they encounter VNC staff and provisions, they expect very high levels of 

customer service and full answers to all their Vail- and nature-related questions.  These tourists 

often perceive Vail as “luxury in the wild” but they want the “wild” to be easy, accessible, and 

catered in some instances.  For some visitors, the VNC is one of the only places where they 

might have access to the feeling of wild nature. Therefore, it is important that (a) VNC marketing 

and signage be accurate, professional (e.g., Vail-caliber), and easy to find and follow, (b) that 

nature experiences are likewise accessible, and (c) programming matches an expectation of 

“wildness”.  As such, a variety of topics and opportunities should be made available by the VNC.  

 

On the other hand, local visitors who have had long-term engagements with the VNC expect 

dynamic and changing opportunities (e.g., new exhibits and programs occasionally, guidance on 

new places to hike). They also expect that staff be able and available to answer their nature 

questions, as “on-call” experts.   
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Another distinct tourist visitor segment is those who have traditionally shared experiences with 

past generations (e.g., walking trails, kids’ camps, popular events or activities, peaceful/restful 

and familiar refuge locations).  Differentiating programs and services for each of these very 

different segments is important.  

 

One of the biggest challenges presented in this demand inventory is the fact that there are so 

many entities in the area who offer exciting experiences for visitors.  This is not unexpected in a 

community where tourism is the primary industry.  However, with so many entities competing 

for visitor attention, claiming a unique niche and differentiating that niche from others is 

essential. This is particularly difficult when several of the entities have similar missions (e.g., 

VNC and WMSC, guiding services and other nonprofit organizations). Collaboration and 

coordination will be critical.   

 

Finally, VNC volunteers over the years continue to have intermittent involvement. Some 

volunteers have been consistent and loyal while others have been sporadic and unfocused. It will 

be important to carefully define the scope of a VNC volunteer program and to plan steps to 

sustain it over the long term if volunteers are to be an active supplement to staffing.  
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Section 4. Themes and Visitor Experiences  
 

4a. Themes and Compelling Stories 

This section of the plan contains themes and compelling stories for guiding subsequent 

interpretive and education recommendations. Theme statements describe what is unique about a 

place. They elaborate topics about which people can relate and which are relevant to the site and 

the situation. An overarching theme relevant to VNC is presented first, followed by several 

compelling stories with relevant sub-themes.   

 

Overarching Theme 

The VNC is a long established destination that offers opportunities for reflection, exploration, 

connection to the past, and study of wild nature and natural systems and processes for all visitors. 

 

Compelling Stories 

¶ Flora – Native plants provide beauty, food, shelter, medicine, and wonder. The VNC has a 

great diversity of native plant and fungi species which have an intrinsic value in addition to 

serving humans and wildlife. 

 

¶ Fauna – This nature preserve is a home to and a thoroughfare for animals large and small. It 

is a microcosm or “sampling” of true wilderness areas but it cannot exist as an island. The 

relatability and awe factor of wildlife inspires humans to preserve and protect habitat. 

o Real-life specimens and wildlife displays create opportunities for human-animal 

interactions that are not possible in the wild or with living examples. However, 

real-life specimens must be procured ethically and resources should be available 

to explain the “story behind the specimen.” 

o Bird-watching is a compelling and interactive activity. Observing bird behavior in 

addition to identification based on size, shape, color, and movement of birds is an 

engaging learning tool and nurtures both mental stimulation and sense of 

observation in both novice and advanced birders. 

 

¶ Ecology – The relationships among biotic and abiotic factors, including humans, are what 

create, shape, and sustain the nature preserve (and all of nature).  

 

¶ Biodiversity – Biodiversity is valuable for many reasons, including the intrinsic value of 

different species, the value of current and potential human uses (such as medicinal and 

edible), and aesthetic value. These values are most tangible at the VNC when walking 

through the wildflower meadows and observing birds at the feeders. 

 

o Adaptations of plants and animals, which create biodiversity, are a compelling 

learning tool for enhancing understanding of the natural world. 

 

¶ Conservation and Sustainability – As a nature preserve, the VNC property represents one of 

the last truly wild lands within the Vail town limits. This is what most of the Gore Creek 

watershed used to look like and could potentially look like in the future with different 

management practices. From minimalist land management to the newly remodeled and more 
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sustainable VNC building, the VNC and preserve is a model that visitors can mimic 

wherever they live. 

o Restoration/Recovery – The VNC is a site of active recovery from past uses, and 

is a model of the resilience of nature. In most instances, nature can recover with a 

little help from its friends (you).  

o Human Impact – To protect and restore nature all of us can reduce our ecological 

footprint in many ways. 

o Conservation and sustainability also help to protect the inherent beauty of nature 

and its landscapes, inspiring all kinds of art for every generation through time. 

 

¶ Gore Creek Watershed – Healthy water is essential for all living things. Gore Creek drains 

from the high mountains and locations around Vail. This water flows downstream throughout 

the west via the Colorado River and its tributaries. Riparian communities along these 

waterways help maintain ecosystem health within and around the stream corridor. Exploring 

how our actions help preserve and revive the health of the water and proximal habitat for 

plants, animals, insects, and humans is important for anyone who spends time on the banks of 

Gore Creek. 

 

¶ Cultural History – From the Ute tribes to mountain explorers and early settlers, the Vail area 

has a long human history before the creation of the ski area. Discover the ways that the early 

inhabitants of the area lived off the land, in connection with the flora and fauna, and learned 

from the resources these forests provide, and consider the future of this valley in terms of 

natural resources, outdoor recreation, and sustainability. 

 

4b. Desired Visitor Experiences and Outcomes 

All visitors come to the VNC with pre-existing goals and expectations. The staff at the VNC 

have the responsibility of helping visitors/learners meet and exceed their expectations within the 

defined scope of services provided by the VNC.   

 

What is a Nature Preserve? 

A nature preserve, simply, is an area of land that is managed to preserve its flora, fauna, and 

physical characteristics. It implies minimal interference in what naturally grows and occurs 

within the land. It is managed differently than other outdoor spaces, such as parks, which may 

have landscaping features that are intensely managed by humans, such as planted trees and 

mowed lawns. It is also managed differently than a public garden, which contains specifically 

cultivated and placed plant species. At a nature preserve such as the seven acres at the VNC, 

nature is minimally “managed” so as only to combat non-native species and maintain safety and 

accessibility. Nature preserves are valuable as examples of wildness that are rare to find 

anymore, and are valuable for scientific study. Programs and visitor experiences must be guided 

with this notion in the forefront. 

 

The Vail Nature Center is Not…  

Based on the notion above, the VNC is a place of quiet reflection and learning not a location for 

more ‘extreme’ outdoor recreation opportunities, such as zip-lining, ropes courses, climbing 

walls, or playgrounds.  Furthermore, human structures such as trails and buildings exist only to 

support educational purposes, and should be as minimal as possible to meet visitor needs. Any 
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additional structures should serve accessibility and four-season programming needs, and 

maintain the existing characteristics of the nature preserve. Finally, the VNC endorses Leave No 

Trace principles to maintain the integrity of the preserve. In order to prevent unnecessary human 

impacts, some experiences are not allowed here, such as bike riding, picking or trampling 

vegetation, creating social trails, or camping.    

 

Visitor Experiences at VNC 

The VNC should endeavor to welcome everyone within the community - tourists and local 

residents alike.  But, these visitor segments are looking for very different experiences. On the 

one hand, tourists are looking for the “concierge” experience. They want to be directed or 

guided; that is, to have services provided for them. These visitors are looking for a memorable 

destination vacation experience. Typically, these visitors also want a’ convenient and fun’ visit 

or program. Experiences for these visitors include: 

¶ Beginning or First-time Visitor – What is there to do here? Or, I have a busy vacation 

schedule, what can I/my grandma/my child do right now? This week? 

¶ Returning Visitor – Last time I was here I did… This time I would like to do something 

similar, but different; maybe bigger, longer, harder, more adventurous. 

 

On the other hand, local residents want the VNC to simply be there as a resource for recreation, 

restoration, or reflection. These people find value in the history and tradition of the center. They 

may attend an occasional program or voice an interest in special topics and experiences from 

time to time. They are not likely to actively participate in the weekly menu of programs 

presented during the summer, as those programs are filled with tourist visitors. One could say 

there is a certain segregation of local residents from tourist visitors which is fairly common in 

Colorado mountain towns. Experiences for these visitors include: 

¶ Local Novice – Vail Nature Center? I’ve never been there and not sure what to do there. 

¶ Dedicated Local – Hiking programs are what we want; other programs are not for us. 

¶ Generous Host Local – I only visit to bring my house guests to check out the Vail Nature 

Center (at which time they become the ‘tourist visitors’ described above). 

 

Therefore, meeting these visitors’ needs depends on staff ability to determine and distinguish 

visitor needs. The following chart summarizes several visitor questions that can be useful in 

understanding visitors’ experience needs.   

 

Niche 

Experience 

 

Orientation and Wayfinding 

 

Recreation/Education Choices 
Beginning 

Visitor 

How do I find the VNC? 

Once I get there how do I find my way 

around? 

What facilities are there? 

Are there people to answer my questions? 

How much will it cost in terms of time, 

money, and effort? 

What should I bring? 

Where can I park? 

Where can I take my friends/family for an 

adventure? 

Why should I choose VNC over other 

options? 

What options for activities exist there? 

What value does the VNC hold for me and 

my friends? 

Table continued on next page 
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Niche 

Experience 

 

Orientation and Wayfinding 

 

Recreation/Education Choices 
Returning 

Visitor 

Can I still park in the same places? 

Are there any changes in signs or facilities? 

 

What do I remember from my last visit? 

What has changed since I’ve been there last? 

What can I do that is different from last time? 

…plus, same as Beginning Visitor. 

Local Novice …same as Beginning Visitor. Where can I go to get away or do something 

different or relaxing? 

…plus, same as beginning visitor. 

Dedicated 

Local 

n/a because ‘I know I can always meet my 

friends at the same place.’ 

What is different that I’ve not tried before? 

What is the same that I’ve always enjoyed? 

Generous 

Host Local 

What is the best way for me and my guests to 

get to (and experience) the site (e.g., bus, 

car)? 

Where can I take my guests for an adventure? 

What topics or ideas are my guests interested 

in? 

 

Visitor Learning and Outcomes  

VNC embraces learning such that: 

¶ First-hand and hands-on engagement with wild nature and natural systems and processes is 

the foundation of a VNC experience. 

¶ Learners are intrinsically motivated to engage in learning with the VNC or can be motivated 

to learn through fun and creative programming and exhibits. 

¶ Learners will find ways to personalize their own learning at the VNC and may choose to take 

ownership of their own experiences by way of projects, portfolios, or other products of value 

to themselves and their community. 

¶ Learners (particularly repeat learners) will be re-inspired with each visit to the VNC, or 

participation in VNC program, to refresh their knowledge and build on new experiences. 

¶ Recognition that all things humans eat, wear, use, or otherwise consume, are sourced back to 

animal, mineral, or vegetable roots and that the processes of those consumables use energy 

and generate waste. Sustainability is key component in all programs of the VNC. 

 

It is our hope that the VNC will provide the following outcomes to best serve the needs of all of 

the users and potential users of the facility. 

¶ Enabling Outcomes: As they enter the site and its buildings, visitors to the VNC should feel 

as they are entering an open, welcoming, relaxing but rustic place. Visitors should also feel 

that the staff are helpful and informative in setting expectations for their visit, and visitors 

will feel free to explore and discover exhibits and site features which are curious or 

interesting to them.  

¶ Satisfaction outcomes: After leaving the VNC, visitors should feel excited about their 

experience and inspired by the building, exhibits, and programs. The experience should have 

sparked a curiosity in the visitors connected to the program, exhibit materials, and interaction 

with the VNC staff. Materials within the VNC should be personally relevant to a wide variety 

of people from all over the world. An experience at the VNC should leave visitors wanting 

more, inspired to come back, participate in a different program, study on their own, or find 

their own quiet thinking place within the property. 

¶ Learning outcomes: Visitors of the VNC will leave from their experience with the 

knowledge that human lives and the natural world are deeply interconnected. Visitors will 

learn through specific experiences about big picture concepts such as biodiversity, water 
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conservation, and general ecology. The ultimate goal is that through their experiences at the 

VNC visitors are inspired to take stewardship actions both in Eagle County and the places 

they call home. 

 

4c. Authenticity and the Visitor Experience 

People come to nature centers to learn, discover, explore, and reconnect. Experiences from 

hiking, bird watching, smelling the flowers, and taking in the scenery are opportunities that bring 

the visitors to the VNC.  However, the staff need to provide for more than just these 

opportunities.  They also need to be mindful about the potential these opportunities afford 

visitors during and after on-site experiences.  This starts with understanding the overall well-

being of visitors as comfortable and supportive experiences are what keep individuals coming 

back.  

 

Authenticity 

We all know the saying “you can’t buy happiness.” Recent research, however, contradicts this by 

suggesting that you can pay for experiences that make you happy. There is value for guests who 

pay for the special guided event, excursion, concert, and so forth. Happiness comes from the 

anticipation leading up to the event, the experience itself, and then sharing the memories and 

reflections from the experience after the fact. Although the happiness associated with making the 

actual purchase may wear off over time, the happiness derived from the pre-, during, and post- 

experience endures.2  

 

Accordingly, there is a high demand for visitor experiences at the VNC.  Many people simply 

want to know: What is there to do? What programs are there? There is also a high value placed 

on hiking experiences. According to the Vail tourism data, hiking is the most sought after visitor 

experience in Vail in the summertime. And yet, the term ‘hike’ varies in definition. For some, a 

‘hike’ is a full-day backcountry trek that takes the group away from town and into the 

wilderness. For others, a ‘hike’ is simply a one-hour stroll along the creek to connect with nature 

next to an urban environment. The VNC needs to be able to serve all visitors’ definitions of 

hiking and therefore provide a wide variety of experiences.  

 

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 

In 1943 psychologist Abraham Maslow created the first version of a hierarchy of needs in order 

to understand what motivates people. Today, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is used as a 

motivation framework in many disciplines including business and education. For the field of 

nature center interpretation, the current 8-stage model of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs helps 

naturalists, interpreters, volunteers, and managers better understand and meet the needs of the 

diverse visitor segments.   

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
2 Kumar, A., Killingsworth, M., and T. Gilovich. (2014) Waiting for Merlot: Anticipatory Consumption of 

Experiential and Material Purchases. Psychological Sciences. 
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Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (updated 1970s) 

 
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs proposes that the “lower” or basic human needs must be addressed 

before higher level needs (e.g., cognition, aesthetics, self-actualization and transcendence) can be 

realized. While the VNC’s end goal is to meet higher level needs, we may not currently be 

addressing the more basic needs due to certain conditions of the facility and throughout the 

property.  

  

• Helping others to self actualize, spiritualityTransendence

• Personal growth and self fulfillmentSelf -
Actualization

• Beauty, balance, form, etc.
Aesthetic 

Needs

• Knowledge, meaning, self 
awareness

Cognitive Needs

• Achievement, responsibility, 
reputation 

Esteem Needs

• Family, affection, 
relationships, etc.

Belongingness 

and Love Needs

• Protection, security, 
cleanliness, limits

Safety Needs

• Basic life needs -
air, food, drink, 
shelter, warmth

Physiological Needs
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Examples of how Vail Nature Center and Preserve could meet all visitor needs 

 

• Develop a sense of place, share experiences with 
others; reflect about personal meaning of ideas.

Transendence

• "Aha" moments of learning, sense of wonder, 
preserving beautiful places that create 

opportunities for personal growth, 
empowement to get involved here or 

elsewhere

Self -
Actualization

• Nature 'preserve,' mountain views, new 
and eye-pleasing exhibits, fresh, clean 
building, outdoor educational signage, 

programs and experiences that are multi-
sensory

Aesthetic 
Needs

• Learn something new, ask questions, 
explore unique and informative ideas; 
discuss thoughts with others; ponder 

new ideas

Cognitive 
Needs

• High quality programs, 
interpretation that inspires, 
empowering opportunities, 
learner-focused educational 

experiences 

Esteem Needs

• Family experiences, place-
based, programs that are open 
to all, warm customer service, 
a place to make new friends, a 

place to learn

Belongingness 

and Love Needs

• Hand washing, first aid, 
wayfinding signs, open 

trails, rules & expectations, 
competent instructors & 

staff

Safety Needs

• Running water, ADA 
accessibility, 

availablity of odor-free 
restroom facilities, 

trash recepticles

Physiological Needs
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The goals of nature centers and most educational institutions are not only to provide for 

cognitive needs, but are also to help each visitor/learner self-actualize. For a provider of 

environmental education, the end goal of all programs and experiences is to help people become 

better stewards and citizens; be more connected to nature and the earth; and be empowered to 

take action towards conservation in the future. We recognize that the VNC may not currently be 

meeting all the steps needed for self-actualization. Not accommodating some of the lower level 

needs, such as access to hand washing, fresh drinking water, clean toilets, and/or comfortable 

temperatures, precludes visitor opportunities for creating meaning and self-actualization. This 

prevents visitors from enjoying their visits and interacting with the resources within the VNC as 

much as they might otherwise.  

 

Higher Order Opportunity Scenarios 

Our dream is that every visitor has an opportunity to make meaning from their personal 

experience and to self-actualize within the context of his/her own worldview. Below are a few 

examples how this may be realized at the VNC: 

 

A. Sensory Invigoration  

A visitor enters the VNC preserve from Vail Valley Drive. Looking around she sees the sun 

peeking out from behind the Gore Range and marvels at the sunrise against the rugged peaks. 

Around her is a fluster of activity of insect pollinators around a rainbow of wildflowers. She 

hears birds singing over the background of the gurgling creek. The freshness of dew 

heightens the strong smell of the mountain sagebrush and fresh soil. Her senses are alive and 

she is overwhelmed of the beauty and complexity of the hidden gem she has discovered.  

 

B. Seeing Nature in a New Way 

His wife loves flowers and he’s never understood why. She wants to go on a VNC guided 

wildflower walk and it’s a whole hour long. He begrudgingly attends with her. Their 

wonderful naturalist guide is engaging, knowledgeable, and finds ways to trigger his interest. 

He begins asking questions and discovers that many of the homeopathic herbs his wife takes 

and his over-the-counter medications have roots to flowers around them. He suddenly sees 

wildflowers and native plants as more than just pretty things. He pledges to landscape his 

yard with more native plants.  

 

C. First you pee, then you see! 

Mom read in a guidebook that the VNC is a cool place, but her son really has to pee and can 

care little about anything else. They picked up a self-guided trail booklet at the west entrance, 

but at every stop he’s crossing his legs. The family bee-lines it to the building and the 

bathroom is available. While he is inside, his older sister starts examining the interpretive 

exhibits and quickly learns some exciting facts. When the little boy is done, she excitedly 

shares what she has learned already. Although their mom initially wants to return outside to 

the guidebook, her children’s curiosity encourages her to let them explore. They end up 

spending the entire afternoon inside and outside around the VNC property. The naturalist on 

staff took them outside to collect insects from the stream. The boy was amazed and declared, 

“I’m going to be an entomologist when I grow up!” 
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D. Connecting with Past Generations 

A man from Germany grew up watching American cowboy and Indian westerns on TV. He 

isn’t sure what to expect when visiting Colorado but is slightly disappointed that Vail isn’t as 

“mythic western” place he had hoped for. When he stumbles upon the VNC exhibit about the 

Ute culture and past settlers to the valley, he is pleased, but can’t imagine what this place was 

like before the ski resort. As he walks throughout the VNC preserve and discovers a replica 

teepee.  He looks around and is suddenly able to imagine why a settler might choose to live 

in this very spot. He imagines collecting water from the stream, eating wild berries, and 

stalking mule deer for winter food.  He feels more connected to America, its natural 

resources, and diverse history. The photo that another visitor took of him standing in front of 

the teepee still has a prominent place on his desk at work.   

 

E. The Transformative Visitor Experience  

A woman from New York City comes to Vail, CO to take advantage of late season hotel and 

travel packages. However, upon arriving in town, she discovers that many activities and 

amenities are closed down for the season. While walking through Ford Park, she wanders 

across the bridge over the creek and to the VNC. She is surprised by the high quality of the 

interpretive exhibits and displays, even though the building itself is small, the content and 

entertainment value rivals the great museums she is accustomed to in New York City. She is 

amazed by the diversity of wildlife that live in the Rocky Mountains which represented 

throughout the exhibits. She’s never even thought about touching a mountain lion or a bear 

before! She decides to sign up for a beaver pond tour and as a result beavers become the only 

rodent she has ever liked.  

 

Looking for an extended experience she enrolls in a Full Day Backcountry hike. Her friends 

back home would never believe that she would be willing to travel 4-6 miles away from a 

paved road or her cell phone reception. The hike was hard and she got sweaty, but she made 

it to a majestic view and high mountain lake where she felt like she was truly able to 

commune with nature for the first time. She continues to visit the VNC preserve throughout 

the rest of her trip, soaking in the sounds, sights, and smells it provides and reflecting upon 

her great Colorado adventure. Upon returning to New York City, she vows to take shorter 

showers, get involved with an environmental nonprofit near her home, and to return to 

Colorado every fall.   

 

Reaching Self-Actualization at the VNC 

These scenarios offer only a glimpse of what is possible at the VNC. By addressing Maslow’s 

Hierarchy of Needs for all visitors, aesthetic appreciation, meaning making, self-actualization 

and even transcendence are more likely. Improvements to the building will directly influence the 

breadth of the possibilities for program, exhibit, and exploration experiences. Meeting visitor 

needs at the lower levels of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs – physiological, safety, and belonging 

needs, will allow staff and exhibits to engage, nurture curiosity, and cultivate learning within 

these same visitors.  

With this in mind, and for the purposes of this plan, the most desirable experiences for the VNC 

and its programs are the following: 
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¶         Honoring heritage – the VNC wants visitors to recognize and embrace the full spectrum of 

site history from native natural history to early Native American history to settlement and 

homesteading to contemporary outdoor recreation and re-creation, AND to future 

possibilities for nature preservation and sustainability.  

¶         Experiencing nature – the VNC wants visitors to engage physically and intellectually with 

wild nature to realize and appreciate all of its many values including: aesthetic 

value (beauty), subsistence value (food, clothing, and shelter – yesterday, today, 

and tomorrow), therapeutic value (enjoyment), spiritual value (connection and 

contemplation), diversity value (something different), and intrinsic value (innate 

importance).   

¶         Assessing perspectives – the VNC wants visitors, through their engagement and enjoyment 

with the site and its programs, to recharge and reflect about nature and natural systems in 

their own lives. 
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Section 5. Recommended Actions 
Based on inventory and analysis of all supply and demand information presented in this plan, as 

well as consideration of input from stakeholder meetings (see Appendix G), the following 

recommendations are offered. The purpose of this section is to organize ideas for a renewed 

vision and site improvements that will revitalize the allure of the VNC to locals and visitors 

alike.  

 

5a. Visioning 

The situation analysis for this planning effort suggests a more deliberate collaboration between 

the TOV, the VRD, and the VNC (dba WMSC). As stated on page 13 of this plan,  

This collaboration will be essential in all subsequent decision-making regarding the 

VNC to ensure (a) the preservation of its historic value for the community, (b) its 

continuation as a viable and valuable educational component of the community, and 

(c) its financial sustainability for the future. Dedication of these entities has been 

demonstrated at the Stakeholder meetings held in April 2015 and so recommendations 

of this plan should value this commitment and work toward prioritizing and phasing 

work to be done to create a vibrant and effective VNC ï a destination experience of 

the stature worthy of Vailôs residents and visitors. [emphasis added] 

 

Recent publications and conversations related to national education reform support the notion of 

a stronger and more integral role for VNC as a prominent education resource in the Vail and 

Eagle County communities. Recognition about the importance of lifelong learning in informal 

learning settings such as museums, nature centers, and parks is not new but is still not widely 

recognized. In a recent publication of the Center for the Future of Museums (AAM, 20143), no 

less than a dozen essays discuss the need for systemic change in our national learning landscapes 

and the creation of a more ‘vibrant learning grid’ in our communities whereby leaders from 

different education entities work together to integrate community educational assets. Given this, 

VNC is an essential part of Vail’s vibrant learning grid.  

 

Furthermore, education scholars such as Nikhil Goyal and Sir Ken Robinson talk about our 

changing thinking around education, learning, and schooling – that learning is not limited to K-

college institutions; that lifelong learning happens in all sectors of our society. This is evidenced 

by the numerous contemporary dialogues about micro-credentialing (badging), question-focused 

learning (inquiry learning), communicating science, and de-schooling society, that seem to be 

shaping education reform.  Again, VNC can play an important role in educating both local 

residents and area visitors in this rapidly changing learning landscape.  

 

Nonetheless, most out-of-town (including international) visitors to the VNC expect a certain type 

and caliber of experience.  Whether in summer or winter, for the most part, they seek something 

unique, engaging, and meaningful.  The VNC offers them a chance to explore and experience a 

slice of nature whose heritage is important to the ideals of the American West. The VNC 

property with its proximity to Gore Creek remains much like it was in the distant past.  A teepee 

on the property exemplifies what life was like prior to western settlement and the native flora and 

                                                           
3 http://www.aam-us.org/docs/default-source/center-for-the-future-of-museums/building-the-future-of-education-

museums-and-the-learning-ecosystem.pdf?sfvrsn=2 

 

http://www.aam-us.org/docs/default-source/center-for-the-future-of-museums/building-the-future-of-education-museums-and-the-learning-ecosystem.pdf?sfvrsn=2
http://www.aam-us.org/docs/default-source/center-for-the-future-of-museums/building-the-future-of-education-museums-and-the-learning-ecosystem.pdf?sfvrsn=2
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fauna on these few acres offer raw nature as it has been in this valley for hundreds of years.  So 

that visitors can continue to explore these notions, but at the same time, realize the comfort and 

safety of 21st century Vail, the following recommendations are aimed at actualizing this vision.    

 

 

RECOMMENDATION 1. Renew the vision for VNC that positions it as a learning 

innovator and a vital and dynamic part of Eagle County’s learning landscape, whereby:  

Å All visitors are learners within the vibrant learning grid of the Vail community; 

Å Collaboration with and recognition of other local education entities is integral to VNC 

operations and management; 

Å The unique niche of VNC is to provide engaging learner experiences with raw or wild 

nature and that many of these experiences are facilitated by professionally-trained and 

certified naturalists/interpreters; and 

Å The name of the organization reflects the unique niche and vision for the property and 

programming as a nature preserve, which may involve a name change from Vail Nature 

Center to Vail Nature Center and Preserve.   

 

5b. VNC Building and Site 

Clearly there is a local affinity for VNC – the site, the buildings, and most particularly, VNC 

history. Although the condition of the site and it’s facilities are currently dilapidated, there is a 

strong desire by local citizens to preserve the homey, welcoming feel of the place, and to create 

experiences that honor the history of the site as well as facilitate visitor appreciation of nature 

and the out of doors.   

 

Definition Sidebar 
The following definitions are included here to clarify the meaning behind terms used in this 

section of the plan. 

¶ Preserve – to retain and preserve character-defining features of a structure that may include 

masonry, wood, metal, windows/doors, molding, stairways, or mechanical systems.   

¶ Stabilize – the process or act of making something (i.e., a building or structure) less likely to 

degrade; to make a structure more stable or firm; stabilization may include structural 

reinforcement, weatherization, or correcting unsafe conditions. 

¶ Revitalize – to give new life to; to restore or strengthen 

¶ Renovate – the process of improving a broken, damaged, or outdated structure. 

¶ Deconstruct – to selective dismantle building components, specifically for re-use, recycling, 

and waste management. 

¶ Reconstruct – to remodel an existing building using a combination of original and new 

materials. 

¶ Demolish – to tear down a building or structure 

 

Because the current VNC building is old, aging more quickly, smelly, inhabited by rodents, 

contains few modern amenities, and is not ADA-compliant, the following recommendations are 

offered.   

 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Re-use
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Recycling
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Waste_management
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RECOMMMENDATION 2. Convene a Building and Site Renovation Project Team 

To coordinate and manage the projects proposed in the following recommendations (#3-#7), 

VNC should convene a group of staff and local stakeholders (4-6 people) to serve as long-term 

project team for organizing, coordinating, and managing the processes of building and site 

renovations. This process likely will be a several month budgeting, planning, and construction 

effort. For a team to accomplish the five recommendations below (#3-#7), this team should 

contain at least the following expertise: 

¶ Architecture and Engineering (contracted) – design, engineering, construction, suitability, 

ADA accessibility, historic materials and construction, and LEED design. 

¶ Landscape Architecture (contracted or possibly pro bono) – site planning, signage, collateral 

services (roads, parking, access points), trails, and vegetation. 

¶ Interpretation and Education (VNC staff and contracted as needed) – visitor experiences, 

exhibits, programs, evaluation, education and learning, recreation, and natural/cultural 

history. 

¶ Marketing (VRD partner) – tourism, economic development, and marketing 

strategies/materials. 

¶ Budgeting (TOV or other partner) – finance, fund-raising and development.  

 

One important initial effort of this team will be to work with city leaders regarding a possible 

amendment to (or elaboration of efforts contained in) the Ford Park Master Plan. That 2013 plan 

is one element of the Vail Comprehensive Plan, and so, this VNC Interpretive Plan should be 

carefully considered in context with the recommendations of the Ford Park Master Plan.  

Particularly attention should be paid to material presented in the Introduction relevant to the 

nature preserve and to Improvement #5 on page 69 of that plan.  It is essential that the efforts of 

this interpretive plan be consistent with the intent of that overarching plan.    

 

Once the Ford Park Master Plan has been considered (and amended accordingly) the work of the 

planning team should be framed by the following five recommendations. A Project Team Leader 

and Manager will need to be selected at the outset to coordinate the work of all five 

recommendations.   

 

RECOMMENDATION 3. Significantly renovate the existing VNC structure.  

When the VNC was originally established, it was never intended to be utilized as a historical 

landmark. During the 1970s and 1980s progressive (for the day) additions and augmentations to 

the building were made, such as a composting toilet, solar collector system, and expanded square 

footage to meet visitor and programming needs. The Vail Nature Center Policies and Procedures 

(est. 1987; see Appendices B and H) further proposed additional improvements to the structure.  

 

The recommendation of this plan is to dismantle or deconstruct the interior of the current VNC 

building but retain the wooden floors (to the extent possible) and some of the original hardware 

and cabinetry (if still sturdy and useful).  Because the current condition is deteriorating quickly 

and because the site (with increased use) still lacks modern amenities, simply stabilizing the 

building structure is not a reasonable course of action. That course would simply prolong the 

inevitable. This current recommendation is to take the structure down to the studs, to repair and 

stabilize the foundation, and to rebuild a sound and insulated structure that is modest and 

sustainable on nearly the same footprint.  In so doing, the following should be considered: 
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¶ First and foremost, the historic and natural character of the site and structures should be 

honored in all redesign and renovations deliberations.    

¶ Evaluate carefully (with an architect) how many rooms and an ideal room configuration that 

takes into account the need for year-round visitor use, exhibits, storage, library, staging areas, 

administrative space, staffing and volunteer space, and program preparation. 

¶ Consider expanding the footprint of the building to close-in the northeast corner that 

currently houses the tool cabinets outside. This would create a small classroom space. Make 

a solarium-style room that is bright and full of windows so visitors feel like they may still be 

outdoors while learning indoors. 

¶ In the discussion of a second floor, carefully consider all ADA accessibility issues 

accordingly with architect. If the expansion mentioned in the bullet above was constructed, 

the second floor could also be expanded above that space. 

¶ Ensure that all electrical wiring and lighting fixtures are to code and sufficient for the final 

square footage. 

¶ In order for programs and operations to be extended into spring and fall seasons, or to year 

round operations, some manner of heating will need to be installed in the building. A 

consistent, easy to use, and sustainable heat source should be included in the renovation 

plans. 

¶ Redesign the structure to maximize the southern exposure and to integrate more windows 

for natural lighting and passive solar. 

¶ Consider sustainable design elements such as solar panels, southern orientation, cross 

ventilation, and so forth.  To the degree possible and reasonable consider LEED design. 

¶ Plumb the structure for running water and upgrade to more modern composting toilet to be 

consistent with the idea of sustainability and to provide a teaching opportunity.  

¶ Retain a bird feeder viewing area in the building as one of the buildings prominent features 

for visitor engagement and learning.  

¶ Preserve some features such as doors, window frames, cabinets, wooden features, staircase 

or stained glass from the current structure.  These features may be retained during 

deconstruction and could therefore be integrated in the new design without sacrificing 

soundness or sustainability, and that can be used to honor the past of the building and site.  

¶ Redesign the entry and create a smaller front desk space in collaboration with VNC staff to 

create a welcoming and effective information and staging area.   

¶ Carefully consider the direction and type of access (doors) in and out of the building based 

on anticipated uses within and southern exposure for passive solar in the winter. 

¶ Anticipate multiple uses within the building and provide for comfortable visitor flow, 

staging area(s), information gathering and reading, bird watching, independent study or 

work, socialization, and so forth.  

¶ Retain an appropriate level of office space for management and program preparation. 
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¶ Integrate meeting/classroom space for small groups as well as staff workspace for program 

preparation.  

 

Building Sidebar 

It is important to recognize that in addition to former major construction on the original Antholtz 

building, various entities have called for further changes to the VNC to enhance its appearance, 

functioning, and structural integrity over the years.  All Ford Park Master Plans, as well as the 

1987 Town of Vail Resolution No. 27 (see Appendix B), have all suggested addressing the 

disrepair of the VNC building.  To date, however, there has been no comprehensive plan to 

follow through on those recommendations and so the building has fallen into further disrepair.  

Furthermore, lack of regular and consistent maintenance means that the VNC building is in need 

of serious attention if it is to have a viable future as a visitor facility – year round or otherwise. 

 

To accomplish the work recommended above, TOV, VRD, and WMSC will need to work with a 

local architect, engineer, and building contractor, in a competitive bid process, for 

deconstruction, reconstruction, and renovation of the VNC structure. Towards that end, two 

rough renderings that incorporate many of these criteria for both the ground floor and second 

floor are provided below as an initial schematic concepts. 
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Schematic for Floor 1 exhibits (See Recommendation #4 below) 
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    Schematic of 2nd floor Work Space/Storage 

 

 

RECOMMENDATION 4. Revitalize the nature center exhibits. 

Concurrent with the building reconstruction and renovation, replacing interior exhibits is 

essential for complete operation of the structure as a nature center. An exhibit developer/educator 

should seriously consider the following exhibit areas and experiences during building design and 

construction.  These areas are presented in priority order (reference Floor 1 Diagram above). 
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Birds and Bird Viewing 

One of the key features of the current building that has been extremely popular with visitors over 

time is the bird viewing area. Currently, a bay window overlooks a dead snag that holds 

numerous feeders and areas for birds to perch. Re-creating a comfortable viewing area inside the 

building to view birds and proximal wildlife is strongly recommended. Such an area should 

consider: 

¶ A large bay window that provides natural light and good viewing, but that is also constructed 

of strike-safe glass;   

¶ Comfortable seating that includes both permanent built-in elements but also portable or 

moveable options for visitor comfort and study;  

¶ Sufficient space and comfortable areas for viewing books and using equipment such as 

binoculars; 

¶ Sufficient space for small gatherings and class or program purposes (~12 people); 

¶ Materials specific to local bird species and bird songs, for example, 

¶ Profiles of birds that can be seen at the feeders (e.g. chickadees and hummingbirds) 

¶ Profiles of VNC birds that do not visit feeders (e.g., Northern Flickers and warblers) 

 

Gore Creek Watershed and Riparian Habitat 

Gore Creek and the importance of healthy watersheds is a prominent theme given the proximity 

of VNC to Gore Creek, and its importance in much of the programming. Therefore, exhibit 

features should consider: 

¶ An artistic and engaging Gore Creek inlay on the front desk (perhaps constructed of small 

river stones or comparable material) which could also feature prominent landmarks such as 

nearby tributaries, mountain peaks, and valleys; 

¶ Species such as macroinvertebrates, trout, dippers, mink, beavers, and other aquatic species; 

¶ Factors that constitute a healthy river (e.g., water quality, water use, ecosystem health); 

¶ Water sources and water flow (visually depicted);  

¶ Water pollution and possible solutions; 

¶ Hands-on, adaptable stream table similar to what is at Denver Museum of Nature and 

Science to be used for visualizing how stream flows can change, and how beavers’ dams 

change the watershed.  This exhibit assumes that the building would be plumbed for running 

water. 

 

Local Flora, Fauna, and Ecology 

The central thematic focus for the VNC is ‘wild nature and natural systems and processes’. As 

such, the local flora, fauna, and ecosystem features and process should be featured throughout 

the exhibits. This could be accomplished in a variety of creative ways including but not limited 

to: 

¶ Interactive and informative exhibit(s) about local wildflowers and trees with a focus on the 

importance of native plants and biodiversity 

¶ Interactive and informative exhibits(s) on local wildlife and mountain adaptations that 

integrate some but not all the existing taxidermy mounts (see Sidebar below). Feature a 

rotating “species of the month” with profile next to respective taxidermy mounts.  

¶ Web of Life exhibits that features a large web showing interconnections of species around all 

four walls of the southeast room. This mural/exhibit should highlight at least the following: 
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o Pollinators (e.g., hummingbirds, insects, animals) as seed dispersers. 

o A butterfly diorama and or observational beehive 

o Information highlights ecology and interconnection to other species 

 

¶ Additional exhibits or interactive elements that feature the following local fauna and that are 

consistent with themes and visitor experiences discussed in Section 4 might include: 

o Insects 

o Worm composting, decomposers, fungi 

o Reptiles and amphibians 

o Bears; bear dens; trash and bears 

o Beaver, beaver dams, beaver history, beaver behavior 

o Eco zones (flora/fauna/ecology) of trout, fox, porcupine, mallards, grouse, and other 

local species. 

 

Taxidermy Sidebar 

As described in this plan, one of the hallmarks of the VNC is the existing taxidermy mounts that 

include mountain lion, bobcat, red fox, ground squirrel, pine marten, skunk, badger, and so forth 

(see Section 2b for additional detail). However, many mounts are in disrepair. Cleaning, 

repairing and/or replacing some of these mounts will need to be considered in order that they 

remain a central part of the interactive exhibit/program experience. With this in mind, Appendix 

I provides comments with contact names and institutions that might be helpful in this process. 

Furthermore, the amount of use and touching should be factored into decisions about cleaning, 

repair, replacement.  

 

Cultural History of the VNC 

The VNC has a long and rich history that is integral to the community. Recognizing and 

interpreting the past, present, and possible futures of the VNC within the community will be 

important.  Exhibits toward this purpose might include: 

¶ A dynamic timeline with historic images from VNC archives and input from the Eagle 

County Historical Society to interpret the VNC’s place with longer-term trajectory of Vail 

area history from the Utes, to the white settlers, up until the 1960s ski history. Interpreting 

specific personalities and events of this history will be important (e.g., Ute treaties, the 

Homestead Act, the Antholtz family, Vail community up to 1960, VNC founders). 

¶ An photo-documented exhibit that honors the contributors (e.g., visionaries, significant staff, 

major donors) to the VNC over time and which shows continuation of those values to this 

site and its mission as a nature preserve.   

¶ A dress-up area where kids can dress as pioneers, mountain men, explorers, miners, farmers, 

beekeepers, and 1970s naturalists with props and costumes. 

¶ Interactive visitor speculation area about the future of the VNC, Gore Creek, Vail, and the 

Eagle Valley. 

 

Additional Exhibit Content 

Other topics that may be included in exhibit design and development include:  

¶ Local nature in the news 

¶ Solar energy and sustainability 

¶ Fire ecology 
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Criteria for Exhibit Development 

¶ Hands-on and Interactive (not necessarily technological). Exhibit design should consider 

visitors who enjoy engagement with learning materials (e.g. lifting, pushing, turning, and 

puzzling out a solution). Technology should be considered carefully recognizing that nearly 

unanimous sentiment from the Stakeholders stated that the VNC is a place that people come 

to get away from technology (Appendix G). Static or manually manipulated displays should 

be selected in lieu of fancier state-of-the-art technology-based displays unless technology is 

easily updateable and compatible with current wireless/cellular service at the VNC site. 

Some technology may be fickle and require more maintenance than fits the budget or 

philosophy of the organization. Capabilities for computers or any iPad technology should be 

assessed thoroughly before proceeding in that direction. Certain cellphone apps such as bird 

or flower apps, may be shared during structured programs to visitors with the recognition that 

other resources may fulfill the same educational goals. 

¶ Tactile. To the degree possible, exhibit components should feature natural textures, shapes, 

and sizes that enhance hands-on experiences and are three-dimensional.  

¶ Easily cleaned and easily maintained. Strong consideration should be given to surfaces and 

components that are easy to clean. Fabric surfaces such a carpets, drapes, and felt boards 

should be avoided. Instead, finished wood surfaces are recommended for cabinetry, exhibit 

structures, and shelves. Laminate surface or counter tops are also appropriate. Enclosed 

mounts of butterflies, insects, snake skeletons, or other specimens can be integrated into the 

exhibits as long as they are sealed well and remain free of dust, humidity, and/or mold. Real 

nature examples, such as tree cookies, feathers, wild flowers, pine cones, bark, skins/pelts, 

can still be used in the exhibits, but these things should be used to complement the concepts 

conveyed in the permanent exhibits and thus should be stored appropriately and replenished 

as they become degraded with visitor use.  

¶ Durable. Exhibit component parts (e.g. wheels, gears, lift panels, puzzles, and interpretive 

panels/labels) should all be constructed of durable materials. Cardboard, construction paper, 

press-on lettering, foam core, felt, and similar materials should be avoided for durability 

purposes in the permanent exhibits although they may be used to create materials for some 

programs. High pressure laminate (HPL) or DuraPlaq4 are recommended for all signage. 

Natural or faux wood labels can be incorporated to match the outdoor landscape and homey 

aesthetic of the building. 

¶ Multi-Lingual. The international audience should be considered during the exhibit design 

process. Exhibits or written and/or verbal translations of the exhibits should be multi-lingual. 

Spanish is the dominant language of the majority of non-English speaking VNC visitors 

although many other international visitors (e.g., German, French, Italian, and Chinese), may 

need to be accommodated at some point. Braille or audio recordings of exhibits should also 

be considered for visually impaired visitors.  

 

 

                                                           
4 DuraPlaq is a strong and very durable yet inexpensive material available from the manufacturer in Longmont, 

Colorado. http://www.duraplaq.com/  

http://www.duraplaq.com/
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Additional Exhibit–Related Considerations 

Storage 

In order to present the hands-on and engaging style of programs that the VNC and WMSC are 

known for, a large stock pile of teaching materials and equipment are required. Storage is an 

essential requirement for the re-visioned VNC space. The upstairs area currently serves as offices 

and materials storage space. The staff have been very creative in creating systems of organizing 

these materials in bins, cupboards, and open shelves. Dedicated and spacious storage spaces 

for teaching materials, farmers’ market booth materials, and maintenance tools will be necessary 

in any new structural design. 

 

Reference Library   

Furthermore, sufficient space should be considered for storing and managing nature books and 

all manner of reference materials for staff use. Thought should be given to purchasing new books 

as the current library is substantially outdated. Some resources are shared with visitors on an as 

needed basis and for programs as appropriate, but the overall intent of the library is primarily 

staff reference and use.  

 

Gift Store Area 

The gift store is a popular resource for both visitors and locals. The VNC offers a wide selection 

of field guides, maps, and nature-based books for children. This store should continue to be 

operated out of the VNC. Dedicated space with better established infrastructure (shelving) 

should be incorporated into the VNC vision. Back–of-house storage space for store inventory is 

also a necessity. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 5: Revitalize Outdoor Spaces 

Part of re-visioning the VNC involves site planning and sign development. Coordinating an 

overall site effort concurrent with planning for the building and exhibits renovation is strongly 

recommended. This effort should integrate the expertise of a landscape architect as part of the 

architect’s team to address at least the following site components as they relate to the desired 

visitor experiences:  

¶ Entrance signage 

¶ On-site trails 

¶ On-site signage – wayfinding as well as interpretive  

¶ The Root Cellar 

¶ Outdoor Storage 

¶ Outdoor meeting space(s) 

¶ Outdoor staging area(s)  

¶ Interpretive pavilion/amphitheater 

¶ Enhanced creekside access, such as boardwalks 

¶ ADA-accessible fishing perches as pre-determined fishing spots 

¶ The Teepee  

¶ Information kiosk  

¶ Outdoor gazebo near river 

¶ Removal of the greenhouse 

¶ Removal of the existing garden  
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The recommended intent for this site planning would primarily be to, 

¶ Re-examine the visitor flow throughout the site with an eye to the various diverse visitor 

on-site experiences (listed below) and to ensure a balance of use areas commensurate with 

current and anticipated future use.  

o walking, hiking 

o rest/reflection 

o group staging and programming 

o guided walks/tours 

o outdoor presentations, programs, or events 

¶ Eliminate those structures or spaces that are no longer appropriate or have degraded beyond 

repair. For example,  

o Eliminate the garden space outside the Visitor Center building. Minimal staffing and 

tangential programming render this space irrelevant and it is not the VNC’s niche. As 

desired, replant with native wildflowers as a formal butterfly or hummingbird garden. 

o Dismantle the current greenhouse, but consider a greenhouse or solarium as an 

integral part of the building in the re-design of the building (perhaps with a solar 

energy function)  

o Remove the old farm machinery that presents a visitor hazard, but consider 

replacing it with other safer implements or replica sculptures that represent the 

cultural past of the site. This could be done perhaps in partnership with the TOV and 

Art in Public Places within the community.  

 

¶ Improve or renew structures and spaces to be consistent with the overall vision for the site 

and the expected visitor experiences. For example,  

o Evaluate all onsite signage to determine soundness and relevance. Outline a sign 

strategy for removing old signs and installing new signs that are consistency across 

the site.  Consider and distinguish the following types of signage (more detail in 

Recommendation 6 below).  

Á Directional or wayfinding signs 

Á Regulatory signs  

Á Interpretive signs 

o Reaffirm that the root cellar will continue as a non-visitor use facility and work with 

VRD to determine if that facility should (a) be closed up permanently, or (b) 

stabilized, ventilated, or otherwise modified to be used and managed as a VNC 

storage facility. 

o Evaluate the safety and stability of the teepee and create a written 10-year 

maintenance and safety check strategy for continued use of that structure for 

programming. 

o Develop a 10-year maintenance plan for the on-site walking trails that takes into 

consideration at least, (a) resurfacing of trails using more sustainable materials, such 
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as crushed limestone, making the entire site more accessible, (b) rehabilitation of 

unwanted social trails, (c) general annual maintenance of trail network under normal 

use, and (d) emergency planning for flood or fire that may affect trails. 

o Consider constructing a bridge across Gore Creek on the east side of the VNC 

preserve, along with a trail on the north side of Gore Creek toward the existing 

bridge, to increase ease of use for VNC visitors.  A bridge would allow a natural flow 

of exploration so that visitors would not need to double-back far in the same direction 

if they entered from the west entrance.  At the very least, managing the agreements 

with the TOV and VRD to ensure that the VNC land north of Gore Creek is 

recognized and maintained as a nature preserve is essential. 

o Ensure that the current architect’s plan for installing a canvas cover for the 

amphitheater is consistent with proposed building and site renovation’s described in 

this plan, but also remove the existing backdrop screen structure and replace it with a 

more modern, architectural element that might frame the mountain views when not in 

use but also accommodate screen viewing as desired, with a pull-down screen 

embedded within the structure (see example below). 

   

  
 

 

RECOMMENDATION 6. Improve outdoor signage. 

One of the paradoxes for nature centers is how to maintain a truly natural environment while at 

the same time providing signs and facilities for visitor use and enjoyment. In this case, outdoor 

signage has always, and should continue to be at a minimum, and constructed in design and 

material to be consistent with a nature preserve experience. However, signs to (a) help visitors 

find their way to and around the site (directional or wayfinding signs), (b) inform visitors about 

rules and procedures (regulatory signs), and (c) educate visitors about certain content 

(interpretive signs) are all important.  

 

Orientation and Wayfinding Signs 

javascript:expandImage('http://ep.yimg.com/ay/focusedtechnology/draper-40-5-x-70-nocturne-series-c-screen-16-9-200505-6.jpg','405','500');
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Due to the tucked-away nature of the VNC location, orientation signage needs to begin well 

before entering the site. Therefore the following are recommended.   

¶ Work with TOV to integrate VNC signage within their broader community-wide orientation 

strategy (signs and publications) to help visitors find and navigate their way to this site. This 

is currently in progress as part of the work the Ford Park sign committee is tackling. This 

may involve any or all of the following: 

o Clarify all visitor-acceptable entrances to the site (Gore Creek Bridge, Soccer field 

parking lot, Meadow Drive path, and/or east Service Road). Only publish or post 

those entrances that are visitor-acceptable. Develop consistent welcome signs for all 

visitor-acceptable entrances that (a) welcome visitors to the site, (b) explain what the 

site is and what there is to do there, (c) show a basic map of the site, (d) provide 

guidance about expected behaviors on-site, and (e) manage against the development 

of new social trails.    

o Redesign the site map to be current with all new or renewed facilities. Ensure that 

this single map is used (a) in all TOV publications related to the VNC, (b) in all VNC 

publications, (c) on all welcome signs recommended above, and (d) in a newly 

created welcome sign at the building site.  

o Redesign any publications about VNC based on new or renewed efforts to ensure 

that all marketing outlets have current description of location and accurate 

wayfinding information for visitors.  

o Work with TOV to (a) suggest in-town locations for VNC signage, and (b) provide 

directional signs on roads from Vail Village round –abouts to VNC parking spaces. 

o Over time, ensure that TOV and VRD have current information about VNC 

location, facilities and programs for all publicity and publications.  

¶ Concurrent to the site planning effort described in 5b above, develop and test on-site 

orientation and directional signs for helping visitors navigate around the site. This includes 

the following:  

o Test and develop the best location for the welcome signs at the renewed building site. 

Visitors will still need to know when they have ‘arrived’ at the site. Apparently there 

has been some confusion about this in the past – where exactly is the nature center. It 

may be prudent to refer to the entire nature center property as “Vail Nature Center 

and Preserve.” This way people can become aware via signage as they enter the 

property that they are entering a nature preserve. Then as they come across the 

building they will know that they have arrived at the nature center. As a nature 

‘center’ many visitors will expect to find a building that serves as a headquarters for 

their experience. So, a welcome sign at the building, similar to those posted at the 

entrances, will be essential. However, this welcome sign may be quite a bit larger and 

also contain emergency information and a place for announcements.  

Furthermore, welcoming visitors might also involve a more official “Name of this 

Place” sign that announces the VNC to guests. This could be a large stone, timber, or 

other natural structure that simply announces “Vail Nature Center” with its founding 

date (and perhaps latitude and longitude location).  
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o Test and develop other directional signs for getting around the site. Recognizing that 

minimal signage is consistent with the mission of the VNC, only small signs or 

arrows should be considered. A consistent and site-specific method for placing signs 

should be used. For example, ankle- or shin-high posts with trail name or arrows 

could be used to minimize the appearance of sign clutter. In any case, testing which 

areas and trail intersections or locations need signage is recommended. There are 

some trail signs and markers in place currently which should all be considered when 

this testing is done.  

o For all marketing materials and personal contacts with visitors, have staff consider 

using the new Ford Park directional signage as a reference point for consistency 

(example below).  

 

Regulatory Signs 

Signs that present rules and regulations about use of the site should be considered and tested in a 

similar manner to the orientation and wayfinding (O/W) signs discussed above.  These signs 

should be fairly consistent to both the O/W signs as well as the interpretive signs although they 

may be formatted or fabricated in a way that sets them apart and which conveys regulations 

clearly and effectively.   

 

Interpretive Signs 

¶ Concurrent to the site and building planning effort, develop a deliberate and consistent look 

for on-site interpretive signs. Currently, there are four established trails on-site: Meadow 

Creek, Ecology, History, and Five Senses. On the 5 Senses Trail, some of the interpretive 
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signs were replaced in 2013. An interpretive ‘wish list’ for outdoor signs should be 

developed concurrent with planning the new facility and renewed site design aligning with 

the compelling themes outlined in this document. In this effort, the following should be 

considered. 

o Test the current signs for visitor engagement and effectiveness (for learning and 

location) to determine relevant topics and appropriate sign design and presentation. 

Given the renewed themes and desired visitor outcomes of this plan, track all topics 

and ideas on a ‘wish list’ of possible eventual outdoor signage. This wish list could 

be an ideal place to track site-specific interpretive topics or ideas that might otherwise 

not make sense inside the building.  

o Test the current self-guided trail brochure for visitor engagement and 

effectiveness. Having a self-guided trial options is highly desirable, but as all other 

components of the site and facilities are being assessed, this experience should also be 

considered. Testing or evaluation against all other ideas and changes might render 

important improvements for a self-guided experience. 

At the conclusion of the building/site planning and development process a handbook should be 

developed to include warrantees, maintenance schedules, and vendor contacts for all building, 

exhibit, sign, and site work completed during the process.  

 

RECOMMENDATION 7. Enhance and coordinate the accessibility, parking, and 

transportation efforts for the site. 

Many of the visitors to the VNC report that they “stumbled upon” the facility as they were 

walking or exploring the Ford Park area. While this, for them, feels like a special discovery, for 

those managing the center, this is a red flag. In addition to signage, general access, accessibility, 

parking and transportation are major issues that need to be addressed.  

 

Parking and Transportation 

¶ In order to maintain the nature preserve, the current driving restrictions should be 

continued. The public should not be allowed to drive to the building, but staff and 

maintenance vehicles should continue to have short term access.  

 

¶ The new Vail Nature Center bus stop (on Vail Valley Drive near the soccer fields) should 

be made permanent as it has helped visitor access the VNC site. In addition, as more and 

more visitors choose the option to take the in-town bus from the hotels, parking structures, or 

Vail Village, the less the need is for dedicated parking spaces (see bullet). Finally, the bus 

stop has helped the VNC staff provide clear and reliable directions to visitors and program 

participants. It should be noted that this particular bus stop is not ADA accessible and thus, 

alternative access such as currently exists should continue (see below). Bus service to this 

stop should also be extended to mirror the entire VNC Summer and eventually winter 

operating schedule.  

 

¶ In order to encourage visitor use of the new bus stop, working with TOV Marketing will be 

essential. This might include PSAs to media for wide coverage of VNC access by bus, 

inclusion of VNC access in all appropriate signage, maps, and bus schedules produced by the 
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Town, and verbal announcements and/or posted signs on the buses themselves. (See also 

Recommendation #13 below.)  

 

¶ In any event, the VNC needs to have dedicated, controlled, and easily accessed parking 

spaces for both staff and visitors at a location proximal to the VNC property. A total of 5-10 

dedicated parking spots need to be reserved for VNC staff and visitors year round with no 

conflicts or restrictions. Spaces at the soccer field lot are the ideal location. A second, but 

less preferable option would be to construct a surface lot adjacent to Vail Valley Drive at the 

service road access to the VNC. When parking is unavailable or access to the site is 

restrictive, visitors choose not to try to visit the VNC. In any case, any expansion into 

winter programming should not be considered until the parking issues have been 

addressed.  

 

¶ Currently the service road is rough and difficult to drive. This service road should be 

reinforced and maintained in order for construction vehicles to access the VNC building, 

particularly in light of any pending deconstruction and reconstruction. This road however, 

should not be paved, but the switchback on the service road may need to be redesigned so 

that the approach and slope are more gradual for construction vehicles and ADA access. 

Currently the roughness and steepness of this area prevents winter access for most vehicles. 

A more durable surface such as crushed limestone is recommended for increased year round 

accessibility.  

 

ADA Accessibility 

All accessibility factors for the site, building, and exhibits should adhere the federal ADA 

policies. These policies and the following considerations should be part an integral part of the 

Redesign-Development process for building and construction.  

¶ The VNC building and trails need to be ADA accessible. Trails and roads in current 

condition make it difficult to navigate baby strollers. Both manual and mechanized 

wheelchair users find the site nearly inaccessible. Even when allowed to park adjacent to the 

building, the woodchips and trail width make travel to the building door and amphitheater 

pavement a struggle. The building upgrades will also need to align with ADA regulations. 

 

¶ Pedestrian trails throughout the VNC property, while they may not all be entirely accessible, 

should provide equal opportunity for all to access forested areas, meadow areas, and creek-

side areas. Coordinating this accessibility with possible construction of fishing areas 

mentioned above will be important.  

 

¶ The Vail Valley Drive access trail, the main entrance to the property, should have its grade 

lowered with the addition of switchbacks, and widened to ease access. 

 

¶ The History Trail and Meadow-Creek Trail can be graded and widened to be ADA accessible 

with less modification than the other trails, and accessibility focus should concentrate on 

these two interpretive trails in addition to the Vail Valley Drive access trail. 
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5c. VNC Programming and Partnerships 

The VNC currently hosts a plethora of nature programs (see Section 2c). These programs are 

coordinated, developed, and delivered under the auspices of WMSC, and are offered for all ages 

and abilities and for both local residents and tourist visitors. The particular program niche for 

VNC, however is:  engaging educational experiences with raw or wild nature, that are 

facilitated by professionally-trained and certified naturalists or interpreters.  

 

With this in mind, programming is not a high priority for this interpretive plan other than to 

articulate in writing the following principles for future reference when eliminating, adding, or 

changing programs.  

 

RECOMMENDATION 8. Establish a niche for expert guided hiking experiences.  

A niche exists within both tourist and local audience segments for expert guided hiking 

experiences. VNC (dba WMSC) should work with VRD and TOV, along with Vail Valley 

Chamber of Commerce and Vail Local Marketing District Advisory Council to establish a 

stand-alone hiking center connected with the VNC.  

¶ The location of a hiking center should be centrally located and easy to find, perhaps in one 

of the parking structures.  

¶ Utilizing the USFS Special Use Permit (managed by the VRD & WMSC), VNC should 

maximize these regional programs that engage learners in wild and wilderness areas. 

Coordinating these programs to meet at off-site locations (such as parking structures), for the 

convenience of participants, may be necessary. 

¶ The VNC should also work with the TOV to determine additional locations in Vail where the 

VNC could provide guided educational low to medium strenuous guided “hiking” and 

educational programs along walking trails through town and at other public locations that 

do not require USFS Special Use permits. 

¶ Programs would be advertised along with all others promoted by the VNC.  

¶ The hiking center would also serve as a local information resource, similar to the U.S. 

Forest Service Ranger Station in Minturn, to direct visitors towards their own self-guided 

hiking experiences based on the needs and abilities specific to the individual visitor.  

 

Vail Hiking Center Sidebar 

As part of their Epic Discovery, Vail Resorts opened a Vail Hiking Center in Lionshead in the 

summer of 2015. To date and historically, Vail Resorts has contracted with WMSC to conduct 

visitor hikes out of the Nature Discovery Center atop Vail Mountain for which there is no 

charge. With the opening of the Vail Hiking Center, Vail Resorts charges a fee for their hikes on 

Vail Mountain and other outdoor recreation services they provide. This may present competitive 

economic advantage for Vail Resorts, however, the expertise advantage still resides with VNC 

and WMSC who (a) hold U.S. Forest Service permits outside areas operated by VR, and (b) have 

the professionally-trained naturalist guides for providing substantial educational hikes. The 

competitive and corporate approach to hiking initiated by Vail Resorts should be a point of 

discussion as VNC adopts the niche for expert guided hiking experience.  
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RECOMMENDATION 9.  Reposition VNC Programming for year-round operation.   

The current summer program schedule is both solid and successful. No major changes should be 

made to the program offerings without justified data and/or rationale from staff. There are 

programs for people of all ages and with a wide variety of interests.  Program topics are popular 

and well attended.  However, after changes to the facility and site have been made per 

recommendations of this plan, opportunities will likely arise to expand, extend, and change the 

program offerings into winter and shoulder seasons. Recognizing that the majority of visitors are 

tourists, spring and fall may remain slower seasons for program offerings (and thus hours of 

operations). However, winter programs and visitation options should be implemented when the 

facility and other logistics are ready for this type of expansion. 

 

The table below represents a proposed set of future program offerings associated with the VNC, 

after an indoor classroom space is constructed. The italicized programs below are suggestions 

that would be possible given improved indoor program spaces that enable staff to significantly 

extend learning opportunities. 

 

Table 4. Proposed VNC programs by season, group type and program focus 

Program 

Focus 

On-site 

 Inside VNC 

On-site Outdoors Off-site (regional) 

Hiking  Private Guided Snowshoe 

Programs 

Adult and Families 

Winter 

Vail Valley Full- and Half-

Day Back Country Hikes 

Adult 

Summer and Fall 

Adult High-level Seminars and Workshops on a variety of topics 

Adult 

Spring, Summer, Fall, Winter 

Fishing  Think like a Trout 

Kids 8-13 years 

Summer 
Table continued on following page… 

Camp Camp EcoFun (VRD) 

Kids 4-6 years, 7-11 years 

Summer 

 

School 

Programs 

WMSC Youth Programs Field Studies 

K-8th grade school groups 

Spring, Fall, Winter 

Art Art in Nature 

Kids 6-13 years, Teens 

Summer 

 

Photo  Photo Safari 

Adults 

Summer, Fall, Winter 

 

Water  Creekside Nature Walks 

Families and Adults 

Summer 

RiverWatch Water Quality 

Adults 

Spring, Summer, Fall, Winter  

 

Animal  Evening Beaver Pond Tours 
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Programs Families and Adults 

Summer, Fall 

 Morning Bird Walks 

Families and Adults 

Summer 

 

Plant 

Programs 

 Wildflower Walks 

Families and Adults 

Summer 

 

Other  S’mores and More 

Families and Adults 

Spring, Summer, Fall, Winter  

 

 Scenic Story Time 

Young families 

Summer 

 

 Stories in the Sky 

Families and Adults 

Spring, Summer, Fall, Winter  

 

Legend: Groups = Kids  Families Teens Adults 

   Seasons = Spring  Summer  Fall  Winter 

 

As summarized in Section 3d of this plan, there are numerous providers of outdoor recreation in 

and around Vail. Establishing a clear vision and niche for educational services is important. 

However, defining a clear niche is not meant to set a course for competition. Rather, defining a 

clear niche is a way to be clear about mission and to invite collaboration where mutually 

beneficial relationships can be built and nurtured over time.  

Program planning, management, and implementation should consider the following criteria: 

¶ The variety of programs offered at any given time should consider (a) group type and age 

(kids, families, and adults), (b) residence (local vs. tourists), (c) skill level (novice, 

intermediate, advanced), (d) diverse activity type and topic (e.g., hiking, fishing, camping 

art/photo, water, flora, fauna), (e) physical ability required, and (f) mission alignment. Every 

effort should be made to balance the number and type of programs accordingly for both 

winter and summer seasons. 

¶ As appropriate, some differentiated programming for local residents (vs. tourists) should 

be considered for local resource-specific topics such as water, waste, energy, and citizen 

science that are relevant to community issues. By contrast, some programs for tourist 

audiences may be less resource-specific for this area, but equally informative on a broader 

scale. In other words, do not ignore latent local demand (adults) for rich and engaging nature 

programs.  

¶ The philosophy for all VNC programming should focus on the particular niche articulated 

above – wild nature encounters for the purpose of learning and re-creating provided by 

professional naturalist guides.  

¶ To best manage a system of dynamic and effective nature programs over time, a modest 

evaluation effort to track use and assess impact should be implemented. This should include 

at least, (a) writing down frequently asked questions for periodic staff review and discussion, 

(b) writing down staff reflections and anecdotes about program impacts, (c) writing down 
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visitor counts (and demographics as available) for all program participants, and (d) asking 

and writing down 2-3 additional indicators of impact for each program (e.g., enjoyment, 

interest, new learnings).  

¶ To the degree possible and appropriate, collaborate with local entities who also offer nature 

programs (e.g., Vail Resorts, guide services, Betty Ford Alpine Gardens, or others – see 

section 3d of this plan). This might involve (a) coordinating marketing materials for tourist 

visitors and/or (b) providing professional naturalist expertise for non-VNC programs or in 

meetings or on projects where professional naturalist expertise is needed. In so doing, 

recognize that the vision for all nature education is on positive learner outcomes that are 

consistent with the mission and unique niche of the VNC.  

¶ Revamping the facility and visibility will likely trigger an increase of interest in the program 

offerings. The VNC staff should adhere to established capacities for all programs and 

monitor carefully to inform decisions about future program capacities. Limits help insure 

safety and quality in all program presentations. All WMSC programs have established 

student-to-instructor ratios, including programs at the VNC. The experience for visitors on a 

Beaver Pond Tour, for example, will be much more meaningful in a group of 13-15 than 35-

40 people. A plan should be established to address problems of regular over or under 

enrollment. The program schedule should also be strategically designed to minimize program 

overlaps to help to prevent over visitation and physical impacts on the site.  

 

A Note on Programs 

As mentioned in the introductory paragraph to this section, program capacity corresponds 

directly to available resources – specifically, facility needs as well as comfort and safety 

provisions in this case.  We know as educators that the quality of programs increases 

substantially when instructors have access to amenities such as plumbing, clean water, indoor 

classroom space and other provisions suggested in section 5b.  Currently, instructors have to 

work within strict resource limits, such as not having a place to dispose of paint after an art 

project or needing to make homemade, disposable props and educational materials because of a 

lack of storage space for permanent items.  With access to proper resources, program planners 

and instructors would be much less restricted by resources and weather.  The recommendations 

of 5b address the VNC’s major obstacles to providing world-class programming.  

 

 

RECOMMENDATION 10.  As part of the VNC re-visioning, establish a strategy (with 

commensurate MOUs as appropriate) for collaborating with other entities in the Vail area, 

particularly as it relates to offering professionally-trained and certified naturalist guide 

services.  

A viable collaboration is already established between VNC and WMSC, but additional 

collaborations may also be possible. For example,  

¶ The Betty Ford Alpine Gardens advises visitors about hiking and recreation in high alpine 

areas of the surrounding mountains. The Gardens also wants to expand their Gore Creek 

Trail access. So, to collaborate on programs along the Gore Creek as well as longer hikes into 

the nearby alpine areas will be important.  
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¶ Vail Resorts Hiking Center opened in summer 2015 to provide hiking information and 

connect visitors with guided activities. Evaluate opportunities for mutually beneficial 

collaboration in consideration of WMSC’s current partnership with Vail Resorts (See also 

Sidebar with Recommendation #8 – Section 5c above). 

¶ Beaver Creek Hiking and Nordic Center Again, evaluate opportunities for mutually 

beneficial collaboration in consideration of WMSC’s current partnership with Vail Resorts. 

Likewise there are numerous other organizations in the Valley that hold potential for 

collaboration, especially when niche clarification and strength in Expert Guided Hiking is 

improved. Over the long term, referencing Section 3d of this plan for other collaborative 

opportunities is strongly advised. Furthermore, attention and support for Recommendation #8 

(Section 5c) is essential.  

 

5d. Staffing, Management, and Marketing 

Since its founding in 1973, VNC has been a constant in Vail for nature education. However, a 

number of other nature education initiatives have sprouted over the years in the area. The Gore 

Range Nature Science School, for example, was founded by Kim Langmaid in 1998 and has 

since become WMSC. As described earlier in this plan, WMSC staffs a campus near Avon and 

also manages the Nature Discovery Center on Vail Mountain for both winter and summer 

programming. WMSC currently operates the VNC in a collaborative effort to provide seamless 

education and interpretation.  

 

More recently, in the summer of 2015, a new Vail Hiking Center, operated by Vail Resorts 

opened (see Sidebar under Recommendation #8). This center facilitates on-mountain hiking 

programs for visiting families and gives advice for regional hiking destinations. In addition, the 

Betty Ford Alpine Gardens opened a new Education Center in summer 2015. This center focuses 

on alpine ecosystems and vegetation, including advising visitor on access to and visiting local 

high alpine areas. Numerous other organizations strive to capture the attention of visitors (see 

Section 3d), many of whom wish to experience the great outdoors.  

More than ever, Eagle County today is an active mecca for year-round outdoor recreation. This 

demand for outdoor recreation and nature programming echoes the general growth in tourism to 

the area in the past 40+ years. As more and more entities compete for visitor attention, the need 

to refine and describe niche specialization becomes important. The more specific the niche, the 

easier decisions are for visitors. One subtle but essential component of this niche specialization is 

staffing. In the case of WMSC (who currently staff the VNC), building and maintaining 

specialized staff will be essential to future growth and impact.  

 

RECOMMENDATION 11.  Adopt a differentiated staffing strategy for intentionally 

growing VNC staff years of experience. This positions WMSC/VNC as the premier source 

of professionally-trained and certified naturalist guides in the area.  

¶ First, this ensures that all VNC programming is of the highest caliber – for local residents 

and tourist visitors alike. 

¶ Second, this provides an opportunity to partner or collaborate with other organizations to 

offer professional naturalist guide services. 
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The VNC has long prided itself on serving as the go-to resource on all things nature-related 

within Eagle County which is also an unwritten goal of WMSC. Furthermore, WMSC and VNC 

pride themselves on hiring staff that are:  

¶ Courteous, friendly, and helpful 

¶ Enthusiastic, knowledgeable, experienced, and professionally-trained (see below) 

¶ Passionate advocates for authentic and immersive learning experiences in nature 

 

Definition Sidebar 
 

Professionally-trained in this context means that all naturalists are experts about nature in both 

Vail and Eagle County and that they: 

¶ are trained as Certified Interpretive Guides through the National Association for 

Interpretation; 

¶ receive intensive training about local ecology, human history, center operational logistics, 

and teaching and interpreting skills; 

¶ are Wilderness First Responders (if FTE staff); and 

¶ are THE professional naturalist guides of the community. 

 

Currently, WMSC and VNC hire 12 naturalists each summer to staff programming at these two 

locations and for the Nature Discover Center on Vail Mountain. In addition, related staff include 

part-time Groundskeeper and Management staff (direct supervision of naturalist guides and 

volunteers).  Recommendations for future staffing considerations include:  

A. Balance VNC growth and expansion concurrently with WMSC program leadership and 

naturalist staff. 

B. Hire Naturalist Hiking Guide(s) separate from naturalist program staff to fulfill specific 

demand for guided hikes. 

C. Consider permanent part- or full-time paid Buildings and Grounds Maintenance position. 

 

Additional details and explanation can be found in Appendix J. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 12. As part of the building and site renewal process, develop a 

relevant and comprehensive Maintenance Manual for the building and site. 

Such manual would contain at least the following: 

 

Building maintenance 

¶ Develop schedules and processes for year round (and seasonal as appropriate) building 

maintenance including cleaning, painting, repair, and general upkeep. Building maintenance 

includes main building, all proximal signage (not trail signage – see next), amphitheater area, 

greenhouse (as appropriate), and storage areas. Building maintenance also includes systems 

such as heating, plumbing, ventilation, roofing, doors/windows and major exhibit 

components (e.g., cabinetry). 

¶ Conduct risk assessment at least annually and as needed for flood, fire, and inappropriate 

visitor use in and around building.  

 

Trail maintenance 
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¶ Develop schedules and processes for year round (and seasonal as appropriate) trail 

maintenance including weed/brush control, surface maintenance, litter, water bar 

construction (as needed), and trail sign maintenance and repair. 

¶ Develop schedule and process for monitoring use including periodic but consistent photo 

monitoring of trail conditions (e.g., annually) and written observations of visitor uses. 

¶ Conduct risk assessment at least annually and as needed for flood, fire, and inappropriate 

visitor use as well as for dead trees, teepee soundness, erosion areas, or other situations that 

may impact visitor safety. 

¶ Work with Education staff to establish written criteria for preserving the integrity of the VNC 

“Nature Preserve” which may include attention to natural sounds, night skies, expected 

visitor behavior, and indicators of natural or social stresses to the site (including visitor 

capacities).   

 

Road Maintenance 

¶ In collaboration with VRD, develop schedules and process for year around (and seasonal as 

appropriate) road maintenance that may include grading, re-routing, or improvements. Roads 

include any service roads or parking spurs that are used to enter or access the site.  

 

Accessibility 

¶ Develop schedules and processes for year round (and seasonal as appropriate) accessibility 

maintenance for all trail entrances, bridge entrances, and/or access from nearby or designated 

parking areas. Maintenance will include written criteria for and attention to surfaces, 

grade/slope, and routing; 

¶ Develop schedule and process for monitoring use including periodic but consistent photo 

monitoring of accessibility locations and written observations of visitor use at these areas. 

 

 

 

RECOMMENDATION 13. Enhance marketing efforts to grow the percentage of local 

resident visitors and to creatively brand the niche for professionally-trained naturalist 

guides.  

Stakeholders of the VNC recognize the low percentage of local visitors who are the most 

proximal beneficiaries of the nature center. These residents are also the ones who have the most 

say in VNC’s future. Reaching out to these constituents, to invite them in, will be essential for 

the long-term sustainability of the center. As new local residents learn more about the VNC, 

some may actually visit and establish longer-term relations with the center. Others may support 

WMSC/VNC in fiscal or political ways because they believe in its vision (see Recommendation 

#1).  

 

Secondarily, tourist visitors to the area, who currently represent the majority of visitation, will 

need consistent and reliable nurturing which includes being invited to the location, building 

awareness of its goods and services, and consistently providing directions and service amenities 

(e.g., parking, signage, facilities), The following suggestions are offered to strengthen the 

relationships with both local residents and tourist visitors.   

 



81 

¶ Work with a professional marketing firm (perhaps as pro-bono mentorship) to establish a 

deliberate marketing strategy that considers the following: 

o Continued consistent advertising about programs but, once the building renovation is 

completed, added marketing elements that include the building’s features.  

o Video or You-Tube video clips with first-hand anecdotes to be used as promotion on 

the website and in social media. 

o Marketing attention to why the VNC is unique; that it is an inexpensive and 

restorative outdoor experience that contrasts with some of the other high energy, 

highly developed, and often very expensive outdoor recreation experiences of the 

area.  

 

¶ Once the building renovations are complete, consider hosting a series of FAM 

(Familiarization) trips for local businesses and stakeholders who have first-hand access to 

tourist visitors throughout the year (e.g., visitor center staff as well as lodge, hotel, and 

restaurant owners and staff). The purpose of these trips would be to showcase the new 

facility and exhibits so that they can accurately represent the VNC to tourists.   

 

¶ The goal of any enhanced marketing efforts is to increase the awareness among local 

residents and to spread the word about the VNC among tourist visitors.  However, the catch-

22 with enhanced marketing is the notion that demand may exceed supply at some times of 

the year or in certain seasons. Therefore, it will be critical to establish a plan for monitoring 

participation in all educational programs and events. Monitoring participation helps track 

trends over time, but also helps monitor site condition. As visitation increases to the point 

where the site shows signs of degradation or where the visitor experience begins to diminish 

due to crowding, mitigating decisions need to be made. So, being somewhat conservative 

with marketing and advertising at the outset, once the building is completed, is prudent.  

And, working with an evaluator or recreation professional who understands visitor capacities, 

to set up a monitoring program may also be useful.  
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Section 6. Implementation Considerations 
 

6a. Next steps  

The purpose of this plan is to provide an overall strategy for VNC’s educational and interpretive 

efforts for the next few years including a major renovation of the current visitor center building. 

Next steps will involve (a) architecture design for both the interior of the building and the 

interpretation (predominately exhibits and signage) along with (b) renovation of the building 

(Recommendations #1 to #3), and followed by (c) fabrication and installation of exhibits and 

signs for the property (Recommendations #4 to #7). Concurrently, ongoing administrative tasks 

associated programming, staffing, management, and marketing for the various facets of this plan 

are expected to be on-going (Recommendations #8 to #18).   

 

One essential element for successful completion of this project will be to build community 

awareness about the project prior to and during implementation. This involves communicating 

the initiatives outlined in this plan with town leaders and local residents.  In addition, it involves 

honoring past planning and town policies currently in place to guide initiatives for Ford Park and 

its environs.  Toward that end, portions of this plan should be summarized and used for 

communicating, discussing, and helping to fund the ideas included in this plan.       

 

The sections below provide addition detail for anticipating next steps. 

 

Building and Grounds 

Architectural redesign and renovation of the VNC structure should be done in coordination with 

the Education Team (below). Architecture firm for this effort need not necessarily be local.  

Rather, an expert architectural firm that has extensive experience in renovation of historic 

properties and has worked with educators is highly desirable.  In any case, the process will 

include at least the following stages: 

 

Architectural Redesign (including Landscape Architecture/Site Design) 

¶ Taking the ideas in this plan and designing both the building components and outdoor/site 

elements in terms of design, flow, visitor and staff uses, storage, sustainability (possibly 

LEED), and re-use of existing building components.  

¶ Developing all deconstruction, reconstruction, engineering, and renovation drawings and 

documents that will be used by the Builder. 

¶ Subcontracting or co-contracting with landscape architect for all site modifications as 

specified in this plan. 

¶ Collaborating throughout with the Builder’s team and the Educators’ team to ensure the 

client’s completed vision.  

 

Deconstruction and Reconstruction/Renovation of Building  

¶ Deconstructing or the existing interior structure according to building and site designs, to 

include waste removal and recycling. 

¶ Stabilizing the frame and foundation of the building. 

¶ Reconstructing and renovating the VNC structure to include all foundation, framing, 

electrical, plumbing, drywall, carpentry, painting, and roofing.  
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¶ Collaborations with Architect’s team and Education team to ensure visitor experience and 

staff needs are addressed.  

 

Exhibits and Signage 

Design and development for the interpretive and educational components of this plan should be 

done as a consolidated effort whereby all exhibits, signs, publications, and branding are done by 

the same team (trained in interpretation and education) in coordination with the architects and 

builders team. Stages to be anticipated for interpretive/educational elements should include: 

 

Design-Development  

¶ Taking the ideas in this plan and formalizing them in terms of design, structure, flow, 

materials, and expected fabrication details (colors, finishes, styles).  

¶ Conducting research and developing content for all expected exhibits, signs, and written 

materials.  

¶ Completing all design and layout for all interpretive components including exhibits, signs, 

and written materials.  

¶ Conducting any evaluation to determine acceptability or workability of individual ideas or 

components.  

¶ Developing construction drawings and documents that can be submitted to fabricators for the 

various interpretive and educational components. 

 

Fabrication and Installation  

¶ Finalizing or clarifying any construction drawings so they contain final fabrication 

specifications and drawings. 

¶ Proto-typing and evaluating any components for workability and ease/appropriateness of use.  

¶ Scheduling, coordinating, and completing all fabrication of interpretive elements.  

¶ Installing or delivering all elements including any maintenance and repair guidance. 

 

Coordination Sidebar 

There have been at least two prior Vail projects (WMSC and Betty Ford Alpine Gardens) where 

new buildings were designed and constructed for the purposes of visitor education and 

enjoyment. In both of these cases, architects, builders, and educators worked together, but were 

not entirely coordinated in terms of teams, schedules, or decision-making. As this will be at least 

the third of such projects for this community, careful coordination among all parties working on 

the various aspects of this plan is strongly encouraged. This will at least involve coordination 

between Architect’s Team, Builder’s Team, and Educator’s Team plus VNC/WMSC staff and 

VRD/TOV staff as shown below. As described in Recommendation #2, deliberate attention 

should be given when building a team dedicated to this effort.  
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!ǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘΩǎ ¢ŜŀƳ
(Architect, Landscape 

Architect, Engineer

9ŘǳŎŀǘƻǊΩǎ ¢ŜŀƳ 
(Interpretive Writer, 
Exhibit Developer, 

Graphic Artist, 
Fabricator(s))

.ǳƛƭŘŜǊΩǎ ¢ŜŀƳ
(Demolition, 
Construction, 

Finishing)

Presumed Collaboration between 
Architect, Builder, and Educator /ƭƛŜƴǘΩǎ ±ƛǎƛƻƴ 

(VNC/WMSC Staff with 
VRD/TOV staff)

 
 

 

6b. Cost Considerations  

The following cost considerations are offered for the various stages of design, deconstruction, 

reconstruction/renovation, and interpretive efforts involved in this project. All real costs would 

have to be bid out at the time of action.  

 

Sidebar about Future Operations and Management  

The TOV and VRD along with WMSC have a vision to make the VNC a must-see, cornerstone 

experience for locals and visitors of Vail. This vision cannot become reality without proper funds 

allocated to the remodeling, program expansion, staffing, and operations of the VNC. Cutting 

subsidies should not be the incentive behind long term planning.  In addition to budgeting for 

capitol reconstruction and renovation costs, the VNC oversight partners should plan for an 

expanded and more consistent operational and facility maintenance budget.  

 

Architectural Redesign and Engineering (Building and Landscape Architecture) 

There is long standing public sentiment and documentation that the VNC building should be 

preserved and kept in its rustic state. The recommendations included in this document are made 

in an effort to align with this sentiment but also to improve the appearance and usability of the 

building and to help the VNC better fit Vail’s 21st century “image.” Decision makers that move 

this project forward will need to determine the intrinsic value of the structure in alignment with 

the financial projections.   

There are two options for renovating the existing building5: (a) light renovation and (b) heavy 

renovation. Light renovation would include bringing the building up to code and addressing 

ADA accessibility, enhancing the insulation, considering other options for the composting toilet, 

                                                           
5 Demolition and Deconstruction estimates were provided by RH Contracting and Landscaping in Fort Collins (970) 

214-5730, Alpine Demolition in Arvada (303) 424-6756, and MP Contracting in Denver (303) 289-5800.   
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and installing professionally produced high quality exhibits. Heavy renovation would do all of 

these things plus incorporate the larger building with structural changes outlined in the plan (See 

particularly Recommendations #2 through #7 in Section 5b).    

Deconstruction is an environmentally responsible method in as portions of the building are 

retained and integrated into a renewed structure.  In this method, the building is deconstructed to 

save for reuse various building parts such as wood, windows, doors, cabinets, stairs, and so forth.  

Square foot costs for deconstruction (or ‘select demolition’) may range from $10-$20/square foot 

to which should be added possible costs to lodge/feed workmen, special equipment, and dump 

fees since process may take several days for an on-site contractor.  The costs for deconstruction 

of  the VNC structure where the foundation and wood floor are preserved, the roof is removed, 

the structure is taken down to the studs, but select items such as stairs, door, and some windows 

might be retained would depend on the number and type of items retained as well as the time and 

effort required to preserve versus remove or eliminate the various parts of the structure.   

o Pros of this option include environmental sensitivity because much of the building 

can be retained and reused thus retaining some of the sentimental values associated 

with building components.  Keeping items out of the waste stream is a secondary 

benefit of this method.  Furthermore some costs savings (though minimal) may be 

realized by not having to replace some of the retained items in the reconstruction 

stage.   

o Cons of this option versus a full building take down include higher costs and more 

time for deliberately deconstructing the building.  With the costs of both construction 

and waste disposal, it takes a rare contractor to want to spend the time and effort 

needed to deconstruct a structure.  In addition, there will still be some disposals costs 

associated with deconstruction waste. 

The EPA has a published Checklist for Assessing the Feasibility of Building Deconstruction 

that may be useful.  A copy can be found at 

http://www.epa.gov/region6/6sf/revitalization/building_deconstruction_checklist.pdf. 

 

Building Construction 

Construction costs for reconstructing the VNC building would likely range from $150-

$300/square foot depending on design (number of corners), finish, materials, HVAC, plumbing 

and so forth6.  Any bid for building construction should consider the following items: 

Excavation 

Foundation* 

Rough hardware* 

Rough carpentry* 

Insulation 

Exterior finish 

Exterior trim 

Doors* 

Windows* 

Painting 

Electrical wiring 

Lighting fixtures** 

Flooring (wood, tile, carpet)* 

Cabinets** 

Bath accessories (toilet, sink) 

Rough-in plumbing 

Heating/cooling system 

Fireplace/wood burning stove venting 

                                                           
6 Construction estimates obtained from http://evstudio.com/construction-cost-per-square-foot-for-office-
buildings/ (for Denver), and online construction cost estimates http://www.brownwegher.com/cost-of-
construction-chart/ (office building) 

http://www.epa.gov/region6/6sf/revitalization/building_deconstruction_checklist.pdf
http://evstudio.com/construction-cost-per-square-foot-for-office-buildings/
http://evstudio.com/construction-cost-per-square-foot-for-office-buildings/
http://www.brownwegher.com/cost-of-construction-chart/
http://www.brownwegher.com/cost-of-construction-chart/
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Finish hardware 

Roofing, flashing, fascia 

Finish carpentry** 

Interior wall finish 

Cleanup 

Insurances 

Permits and utilities 

Plans/construction drawings and specs 
* costs that may be saved from deconstruction vs. heavy renovation 

** costs that might be shared between Builder and Exhibits Development 

 

Exhibits and Interpretation 

Interpretive exhibit costs can range from $100-$700/square foot, however, pricing within this 

wide range depends on several things including level of interactivity, materials selection, 

complexity of design, technology integration, level of originality and so forth.  A lower end 

budget could be achieved by minimizing the amount of technology, selecting reasonably-priced 

materials, and considering off-the-shelf exhibit options in some cases. Working with the building 

contractor throughout the process may render other savings since the building contract would 

include carpentry, wall and floor finishes, electrical wiring and so forth. The more costs can be 

consolidated between contractors, the more the savings can be realized.  

 

Additional costs for the exhibit and interpretive work include, (a) design-development - costs to 

design, fabricate, and install exhibits, (b) content development - costs to research and write the 

interpretive narrative, and (c) graphic design - costs to design and layout interpretive products. 

This pricing may not include shipping, special lighting, or indirect costs for designer or 

fabricator(s). Depending on the designer and/or fabricator(s) there may be other fees or charged 

which also apply.  

 

Additionally, these costs also do not include fees for exterior signs or any amphitheater structure 

which should be priced once designs are completed.   

 

Local exhibit development contractors in the region include the following: 
 

Advance Resource Management 

Rich Smith 

7393 Poston Way 

Boulder, CO 80301 

(303) 530-3453 

(303) 884-8490 

www.armglobal.com 

 

Wells Resources, Inc. 

Marcella Wells 

3403 Green Wing Ct. 

Fort Collins, CO 80524 

(970) 498-9350 

www.wellsresources.biz 

 

Exhibit Design Associates 

William (Biff) Baird, Managing Partner 

1269 Chasm Road 

Estes Park, CO 80517 

970.577.5436 

970.290.6211 mobile 

www.exhibitdesignassociates.com 

 

Condit Exhibits 

Kari Grestini 

5151 Bannock Suite D 

Denver, CO 80216 

(303) 744-7167 

www.condit.com 

 

 

Programming Staff 

WMSC has an internal document that outlines salaries and benefit costs to the organization for 

all level of positions.  All staffing estimates should reference that document for budgeting 

purposes.  

http://www.armglobal.com/
http://www.wellsresources.biz/
http://www.exhibitdesignassociates.com/
http://www.condit.com/
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6c. Proposed Schedule 

The following schedule proposes one possible sequencing scenario for the recommendations 

included in this plan, where dark shading represents deadlines, medium shading represents active 

project work, and light shading represents ongoing maintenance or management efforts. 

  

 
 

  

Jan Apr Jul Oct Jan Apr Jul Oct Jan Apr Jul Oct

Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4

1 Renew VNC Vision 1b
 

2

Convene Project 

Team 1a
 

3

Rennovate VNC 

Building 2a
 

4

Revitalize  

Exhibits 2b
 

5

Revialize Outdoor 

Spaces 2c
  

6 Improve Signs 2d
  

7

Enhance 

Accessiblity 2e

8

Establish Hiking 

Niche 3
 Opt 1 Opt 2

9

Adopt Program 

Principles 4a

10

Establish 

Collaboration ongoing

11

Adopt Staffing 

Strategy ongoing
   Design For Su  For Wi

12

Develop Site 

Manual 5
  For Wi for Su

13

Enhance 

Marketing Efforts 4b
  for Su  for Wi  For Su  for Wi  For Su

Design

Design

Design

Fabricate and Install

Fabricate and Install

Fabricate and Install

Construction-Related Recommendations

 On-going Program and Site Management Recommendations

Table 6. Sequencing Calendar for recommendations included in this plan

2016 2017 2018
# Recommendation Priority

Design and Deconstruct Reconstruct
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Appendix A 

Original 1973 Vail Nature Center Proposal 
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Appendix B 

Town of Vail Resolution No. 27, Series of 1987, passed on November 3, 1987 
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Appendix C 

Plant Species Profile of VNC (not comprehensive) 
July 2015 by Native Plant Master Instructors 

Vail Nature Center Plant List - last update 7/29/15 Josh Rumble 

  

Family Scientific ~ Genus/Species Common Name Native/Alien 

Adoxaceae Sambucus racemosa Red Elderberry Native 

        

Alliaceae Allium acuminatum Tapertip Onion Native  

        

Apiaceae Cymopterus lemmonii Ligusticoid Springparsley Native 

Apiaceae 

Heracleum maximum 

(sphondylium) Cow Parsnip Native 

Apiaceae Lingusticum porteri Osha (Lovage) Native 

Apiaceae Lomatium orientale Biscuitroot Native  

Apiaceae Osmorhiza depauperata Bluntseed Sweetroot Native  

Apiaceae Osmorhiza occidentalis Western Sweetroot Native  

Apiaceae Perideridia gairdneri Yampa Native 

        

Asparagaceae Asparagus officinalis Asparagus Alien 

        

Asteraceae 

Achillea millefolium 

(lanulosa) Common Yarrow Native 

Asteraceae Agoseris aurantiaca Orange Agoseris Native 

Asteraceae Anaphalis margaritacea Pearly Everlasting Native 

Asteraceae Antennaria dimorpha Pussytoes Native 

Asteraceae Antennaria rosea Rosy Pussytoes Native 

Asteraceae Arnica cordifolia Heartleaf Arnica Native 

Asteraceae 

Artemisia cana 

(Seriphidium canum) Silver Sagebrush Native 

Asteraceae Artemisia frigida Fringed Sagebrush Native 

Asteraceae 

Artemesia tridentatum 

(Seriphidium tridentatum) Big Sagebrush Native 

Asteraceae Artemisia ludoviciana Prairie Sage Native 

Asteraceae 

Chrysothamnus 

viscidiflorus (nauseous)  Viscid Rabbit Brush Native  

Asteraceae Cirsium arvense Canada Thistle Alien 

Asteraceae Cirsium clavatum  Fish Lake Thistle Native 

Asteraceae Cirsium perplexans Rocky Mountain Thistle Native 

Asteraceae Cirsium vulgare Bull Thistle Alien 

Asteraceae  Erigeron speciosus Showy Daisy Native 

Asteraceae Erigeron flagellaris Spreading Daisy (Whiplash Daisy) Native  
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Asteraceae Galllardia aristata Blanketflower Native 

Asteraceae Gutierrezia sarothrae Broom Snakeweed Native 

Asteraceae Helianthella quinquenervis Five Nerved Sunflower Native 

Asteraceae Heterotheca villosa Hairy False Goldenaster Native  

Asteraceae Hieracium fendleri Yellow Hawkweed Native 

Asteraceae Lactuca  species verify once flower is present ? 

Asteraceae Leucanthemum vulgare Oxeye Daisy Alien 

Asteraceae 

Matricaria descoidea 

(perforata) 

Pineapple Weed (Scentless 

Chamomile) Alien 

Asteraceae Packera werneriifolia Hoary Groundsel Native 

Asteraceae Senecio bigelovii var. hallii Hall's Ragwort Native 

Asteraceae 

Senecio integerrimus - 

verify Lambs-tounge Ragwort Native 

Asteraceae Solidago canadensis Canada Goldenrod Native 

Asteraceae Solidago simplex Mt. Albert Goldenrod Native 

Asteraceae Tansacetum vulgare Tansy Alien 

Asteraceae Taraxacum officinale Common Dandelion Alien 

Asteraceae Townsendia hookeri Hooker's Easter Daisy Native  

Asteraceae Tragopogon pratensis Meadow Salsify Alien 

        

Berberidaceae 

Berberis repens (Mahonia 

repens) Oregon Grape Native 

        

Betulaceae Alnus incana Thinleaf Alder Native 

        

Boraginaceae Cynoglossum officinale Gypsyflower Houndstounge Alien 

Boraginaceae Hackelia floribunda Manyflower sticktight Native 

Boraginaceae Lithospermium arvense Gromwell Alien 

Boraginaceae Lithospermum incisum Plains Stoneseed Native 

Boraginaceae Mertensia ciliata Streamside Bluebells Native 

        

Brassicaceae Barbarea vulgaris Yelow-Rocket Alien 

Brassicaceae Berteroa incana Hoary Alyssum Alien 

Brassicaceae Boechera gracilenta Perennial Rockcress Native 

Brassicaceae Boechera stricta Drummond's Rockcress Native 

Brassicaceae Capsella bursa-pastoris Shepherd's Purse Alien 

Brassicaceae Cardamine cordifolia Heart-leaved Bittercress Native  

Brassicaceae Erysimum capitatum Sand Dune Wallflower Native  

Brassicaceae Noccaea Alpine Pennycress Native 

Brassicaceae Sisymbrium altissimum Westwater Tumble Mustard Native 

Brassicaceae Thlaspi arvense Field Pennycress Alien 
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Campanulaceae Campanula rotundifolia Common Harebell Native 

        

Caprifoliaceae 

Lonicera involucrata 

(Distegia involucrata) Black Twinberry Native 

Caprifoliaceae 

Symphoricarpos 

rotundifolius Mountain Snowberry Native 

        

Caryophyllaceae 

Silene latifolia (Melandrium 

dioicum) White Campion Alien 

        

Celastraceae Paxistima myrsinites Mountain Lover Native 

        

Chenopodiaceae Krascheninnikovia lanata Winterfat Native 

        

Cornaceae Cornus sericea Red Osier Dogwood Native 

        

Cupressaceae Juniperus communis Common Juniper Native 

        

Cyperaceae Carex occidentalis Western Sedge Native 

        

Elaeagnaceae Shepherdia canadensis Canadian Buffaloberry Native 

        

Equisetaceae Equisetum arvense Field Horsetail Native 

Equisetaceae 

Equisetum hyemale 

(Hippochaete hyemalis) Scouring-Rush Horsetail Native 

Equisetaceae 

Equisetum laevigatum 

(Hippochaete laevigata) Smooth Horsetail Native 

        

Ericaceae Arctostaphylos patula Greenleaf Manzanita 

Native 

Transplant 

Ericaceae Arctostaphylos uva-ursi Kinnickinnick Native 

Ericaceae 

(Pyrolaceae) Pyrola chlorantha Green-flowered wintergreen Native 

Ericaceae Vaccinium myrtillus Whortleberry Native 

        

Fabaceae 

Lathyrus lanszwertii 

(leucanthus) Whiteflower Pea Native 

Fabaceae Lupinus argenteus Common Lupine Native 

Fabaceae Lupinus polyphyllus Bigleaf Lupine Native 

Fabaceae Medicago sativa Alfalfa Alien 

Fabaceae Melilotus officinale Yellow Sweet Clover Alien 

  Trifolium pratense Red Clover Alien 

Fabaceae Trifolium repens White Clover Alien 

Fabaceae Vicia americana American Vetch Native 
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Fumariaceae Corydalis aurea Golden Carydalis Native 

        

Gentianaceae Frasera speciosa Elkweed (Monument Plant) Native 

Gentianaceae Gentiana affinis Rocky Mountain Gentian Native 

        

Geraniaceae Geranium richardsonii Richardson's Geranium Native 

Geraniaceae Geranium viscosissimum Sticky Geranimum Native 

        

Grossulariaceae Ribes cereum Wax Currant Native 

Grossulariaceae Ribes inerme Whitestem Gooseberry Native 

Grossulariaceae Ribes rubrum Garden Red Currant Alien 

Grossulariaceae Ribes wolfii Wolf's Currant Native 

        

Lamiaceae Mentha arvensis Wild Mint Native 

        

Linaceae Linum perenne Perennial Flax Alien 

Linaceae 

Linum lewisii (Adenolinum 

lewisii) Wild Blue Flax Native 

        

Malvaceae Sidalcea candida White Checker-bloom Native 

Malvaceae Sphaeralcea coccinea Scarlet Globemallow Native 

        

Onagraceae 

Chamerion angustiflorium 

(danielsii) Common fireweed Native 

Onagraceae Oenothera elata Western Evening Primrose Native 

        

Orchidaceae Calypso bulbosa Fairy Slipper  Native 

        

Orobanchaceae Castilleja sulphurea Sulphur Indian Paintbrush Native 

Orobanchaceae Castilleja linariifolia Wyoming Paintbrush Native 

Orobanchaceae Castilleja miniata Red Indian Paintbrush Native 

        

Pinaceae Picea pungens Colrado Blue Spruce Native 

Pinaceae Picea englemannii Englemann Spruce Native 

Pinaceae Pinus contorta Lodgepole Pine Native 

Pinaceae Pseudotsuga menziesii Douglas Fir Native 

        

Plantaginaceae Linaria dalmatica Dalmation Toadflax Alien 

Plantaginaceae 

(Scrophulariaceae) Linaria vulgaris Butter and Eggs Alien 

Plantaginaceae 

(Scrophulariaceae) 
Penstemon procerus 

Pincushion Penstemon Native 
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Plantaginaceae 

(Scrophulariaceae) Penstemon strictus Rocky Mountain Penstemon Native 

Plantaginaceae Plantago major Common Plantain Alien 

        

Poaceae Agropyron cristatum Crested Wheatgrass Alien 

Poaceae Bromopsis inermis Smooth Brome Alien 

Poaceae 

Bromus carinatus 

(Ceratochloa carinata) California Brome (Common Brome) Native 

Poaceae Dactylis glomerata Orchard grass Alien 

Poaceae Elymus elymoides Squirrel Tail Native 

Poaceae Phleum pratense Timothy Native 

        

Polemonaceae Collomia linearis Tiny Trumpet Native 

Polemonaceae Ipomopsis aggregata Scarlet Gilia Native 

Polemonaceae 

Ipomopsis aggregata var 

candida White Gilia Native 

        

Polygonaceae Bistorta viviparta Alpine Bistort Native 

Polygonaceae 

Eriogonum umbellatum var 

majus (subalpinum) Subalpine Buckwheat Native 

Polygonaceae 

Eriogonum umbellatum var 

umbellatum Sulphur Buckwheat Native 

Polygonaceae 

Polygonum aviculare 

(arenastrum) Prostrate Knotweed Alien 

Polygonaceae Rheum rhubarbarum Rhubarb Alien 

Polygonaceae 

Rumex acetosella 

(Acetosella vulgaris) Sheep Sorrell Alien 

Polygonaceae Rumex crispus Curly Dock Alien 

        

Primulaceae Androsace septentrionalis Pygmyflower Rockjasmine Native 

Primulaceae Dodecatheon pulchellum Darkthroat Shooting Star Native 

        

Ranunculaceae 

(Helleboraceae) Aconitum columbianum Columbian Monkshood Native 

Ranunculaceae Anemone multifida Cutleaved Anemone  Native 

Ranunculaceae Anemone narcissiflora Narcissus anemone Native 

Ranunculaceae 

Anemone patens (Pulsatilla 

ludoviciana) Pasque Flower Native 

Ranunculaceae 

(Helleboraceae) Aquilegia coerulea Colorado Blue Columbine Native  

Ranunculaceae 

(Helleboraceae) Delphinium nuttallianum Nuttall's Larkspur (Early) Native 

Ranunculaceae 

(Helleboraceae) Delphinium barbeyi Subalpine Larkspur (Tall) Native 

Ranunculaceae Thalictrum fendleri Fendler's Meadowrue Native 
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Rosaceae Amelanchier anifolia Serviceberry Native 

Rosaceae Fragaria virginiana Wild Strawberry Native 

Rosaceae Geum macrophyllum Large-leaved Avens Native 

Rosaceae 

Geum triflorum 

(Erythrocoma triflorum) Prarie Smoke Native 

Rosaceae Potentilla fruticosa Shrubby Cinquefoil Native  

Rosaceae 

Potentilla glandulosa 

(Drymocallis arguta) Sticky Cinquefoil Native 

Rosaceae Potentilla hippiana Silvery Potentilla (Wooly Cinquefoil) Native 

Rosaceae Potentilla pulcherrima Beautiful Cinquefoil Native  

Rosaceae Purshia tridentata Antelope Bitterbrush Native 

Rosaceae Rosa blanda (woodsii) Smooth Rose (Woods Rose) Native 

        

Rubiaceae 

Galium boreale 

(septentrionale) Northern Bedstraw Native 

        

Ruscaceae 

(Convallariaceae) Maianthemum stellatum Starry False Solomon's Seal Native 

        

Salicaceae Populus tremuloides Quaking Aspen Native 

        

Scrophulariaceae Verbascum thapsus Woolly Mullein Alien 

        

Valerianaceae Valeriana edulis Edible Valerian Native 

Valerianaceae Valeriana occidentalis Western Valerian Native 

        

Violaceae Viola adunca Hook-spurred Violet Native 

Violaceae 

Viola canadensis 

(rydbergii) Canadian White Violet Native 

        

Viscaceae Arceuthobium americanum American Dwarf Mistletoe Native 
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Appendix D 

Borne Engineering. April 2007. Property Condition Evaluation with Physical 

Needs Analysis. Vail Nature Center excerpt. 
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Appendix E 

2015 summer program schedule at Vail Nature Center 

 
Backcountry Hikes | June - October  
Join an instructor trained as a Certified Interpretive Guide to discover some of the most beautiful destinations in the 

Vail area! Our expertise and local knowledge enable us to provide learning experiences on public lands like few 

other guide services can offer! Adults only, ages 16+.  

     - Full-day Backcountry Hikes Tuesdays and Fridays $80.00 or $75.00 for VRD taxpayers  

     - Half-day Backcountry Hikes Saturdays $55.00 or $50.00 for VRD taxpayers  

Please check our website for additional information on Backcountry Hikes and our hiking club membership.  

 

Photo Safari | Wednesdays 9:30am ï 1:30pm (7/01 ï 9/02) 

ΟExplore the beauty of the Rockies with your camera. An expert photographer will teach easy techniques and tricks 

that will immediately improve your outdoor photography skills. Adults only, $45.  

 

Wildflower Walks | Mondays & Wednesdays 11:30am-12:30pm (6/15-8/12)Ο 

Join Vail Nature Center staff on a leisurely one-hour walk through the woods and meadows to learn about the flora 

that carpet the mountains. All ages, $5 or $3 for VRD taxpayers.  

 

Morning Bird Walks | Tuesdays & Thursdays 9:00am-10:00am (6/16-8/20)  
Join Vail Nature Center staff for a morning walk through the meadows and woods along Gore Creek to learn about 

the breathtaking variety of local birds. All ages, $5 or $3 for VRD taxpayers.  

 

Evening Beaver Pond Tour | Mondays & Thursdays 7:00pm-8:30pm (6/15-8/31) Beavers are one of natureôs 

most industrious creatures. Join us for educational activities, followed by a drive to a beaver pond to observe an 

active lodge. All ages, $10 per person.  

 

S'mores and More: Family Campfire Program | Wednesdays & Fridays 7:00pm-8:30pm (6/17-9/4)  

A warm campfire, exciting stories of woodland adventures, and the sweet smell of roasting marshmallows fill this 

family program at the Vail Nature Center. All ages, $10 per person.  

 

Stories in the Sky: Stargazing | Saturdays 8:45pm-10:00pm, (6/20-9/5)  
From endless constellations, cascading shooting stars, and full moons almost as bright as the sun, these are the night 

features in the mountains of Vail that should be experienced by all. All ages, $10 per person.  

 

Learn to Think Like a Trout: Fly Fishing for Kids | Thursdays, 9:30am-1:00pm (6/25 ï 8/27)  

This unique fly fishing program provides information on stream ecology and entomology (study of insects), along 

with the basic skills of fly fishing. Most importantly, it is about having fun on the water! Ages 8-13, $45.  

 

Art in Nature for Kids | FridaysΟ9:30am-1:30pm (6/19 ï 8/14)Ο 

Art is all around us! These classes will engage youngΟartists of all skill levels with the natural world whileΟhelping 

them appreciate art and nature in a whole newΟway. Activities change every week ï see website for weekly details 

and reservations. Ages 6-13, $45.  

 

Scenic Storytime | Sundays 10:00am-10:45am (6/21 ï 8/30)  
Bring your little one to the Vail Nature Center to listen to stories and learn about the real plant and animal characters 

from the books. Storytime takes place outdoors, weather permitting. Children 3-5 years with an adult, $5/family.  

 

Creekside Nature Tours | Sundays 11:00am-12:00pm and 1:30pm-2:30pm (6/14 ï 9/6)  
Join us for a casual stroll along Vail's streamside paths to the Vail Nature Center. Tours depart from the Walking 

Mountains Science Center booth at the Vail Farmers' Market Sundays throughout the summer. All ages, donations 

accepted.  
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Appendix F 
     

 
 

Visit www.walkingmountains.org to sign up or Call 970-479-2291  
Walking Mountains Science Center is an equal opportunity service provider and employer. Walking Mountains Science Center and the Vail Recreation District are under special use permit from 

the USDA Forest Service, White River National Forest. All or part of this operation is conducted on Public Lands under special permit from the U.S. Bureau of Land Management. 
 

 

Join local naturalists and outdoor enthusiasts as they take you to some of the most beautiful destinations in the Vail 

area that are only accessible via boot! All hikes are led by certified interpretive guides and wilderness first 

responders. Join us as we hike trails throughout the Eagle Valley and explore your curious nature while 

meeting new friends, learning from the environment, and celebrating our special place! 

 

Registration: Pre-registration is required for all hikes. Visit www.walkingmountains.org/hike to register or for 

more information please call 970-479-2291. Age 18+ for full-day and 16+ for half-day hikes. 

 

Transportation: Transportation to and from the trailhead is provided. Pickup locations include the Vail Nature 

Center parking lot—just south of 600 Vail Valley Drive, the Vail Village Parking Structure, the Minturn 

USFS Office, Walking Mountains Science Center in Avon, and the Edwards rest stop. 

Tuesday/ Friday full-day excursions will depart from the Vail Nature Center at either 7:00 or 

8:00am* 

 Saturday half-day excursions will leave from the Vail Nature Center at 8:30am 

 *Please note the departure time of your full-day hike as they do fluctuate based on trailhead location 

 

Pricing: Full-day and half-day hikes with Walking Mountains have long been regarded as “one of the best deals in 

the valley!” Purchase a Hiking Club Membership and receive priority registration to every full- and half-

day hike, access to online photos from individual hikes, and over $200 in additional benefits. 

 

Full-day backcountry hike (6-10 hours*)  $80.00 

Half-day backcountry hike (4-6 hours*) $55.00 

Hiking Club Membership $500.00 

*Exact timing of hikes will depend on trail conditions and hikers. Full-day hikes will return to Vail by 5:00pm and 

half-day hikes will return to Vail by 2:00. 

 

Comparable Guided Hikes 

Rocky Mountain Guides 3-4hr hike $75.00-$200.00 

 6-8hr hike $100.00-$250.00 

Aspen Alpine Guides 6hr +/- full-day hike $345.00+ 

 4hr +/- half-day hike $265.00+ 

Blazing Adventures (Aspen) 2-3hr half-day hike  $73.50 

 5-6hr full-day hike $129.50 

Rocky Mountain Guides 3-4hr hike $75.00-$200.00 

 6-8hr hike $100.00-$250.00 

Walking Mountains Science Center and the VRD 
present the 2015 Summer Hiking Schedule. 

http://www.walkingmountains.org/
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Full-Day Hikes 

*Trails are subject to change based on trail conditions, weather, and permit numbers. 

**Pick up locations VNC-Vail Nature Center, VV-Vail Village Parking Structure, MT-Minturn USFS Office, 

WMSC-Walking Mountains Science Center, ED-Edwards rest stop. Example schedule for 8:00 VNC 

departure—8:10 at VV, 8:20 at MT, 8:30 at WMSC, and 8:40 at ED. Pickup schedules will be communicated 

the day prior to hike. 

 

Date Departure 

time 

Trail* Pick up Locations** Estimated Total 

Mileage 

Estimated 

Elevation Change 

6/2/2015 7:00 McKenzie Gulch VNC,VV,WMSC,ED 5-7 1,500' 

5-Jun 8:00 Buck Creek VNC,VV,WMSC 8-10 1,200' 

9-Jun 8:00 Cross Creek VNC,VV,MT 8-12 700' 

12-Jun 8:00 Booth Falls VNC,VV 4-6 1,200 

16-Jun 7:00 Ute Trail VNC,VV,WMSC,ED 8-10 1,800' 

19-Jun 8:00 Gore Lake VNC,VV 8-10 3,000' 

23-Jun 8:00 Squaw Creek VNC,VV,WMSC,ED 8-10 1,750' 

26-Jun 8:00 Cross Creek VNC,VV,MT 8-12 700' 

30-Jun 7:00 Bighorn Creek VNC,VV 6-8 2,200' 

2-Jul 7:00 Missouri Lakes VNC,VV,MT 6-10 2,000 

7-Jul 8:00 Machine Gun Ridge VNC,VV,MT 6-8 1,000' 

10-Jul 7:00 Pitkin Lake VNC,VV 10-12 3,000' 

14-Jul 7:00 Uneva Peak VNC,VV 7-10 2,000' 

17-Jul 8:00 Whitney Lake VNC,VV,MT 6-8 1,800 

21-Jul 7:00 Missouri Lakes VNC,VV,MT 6-10 2,000' 

24-Jul 8:00 Bowmans Shortcut VNC,VV 7-9 1,200' 

28-Jul 8:00 Holy Cross City VNC,VV,MT 6-10 2,500' 

31-Jul 7:00 Booth Lake VNC,VV 10-12 3,000' 

4-Aug 7:00 Notch Mountain VNC,VV,MT 8-12 2,700' 

7-Aug 7:00 Lake Charles VNC,VV,WMSC,ED 8-12 1,900' 

11-Aug 7:00 Mt Thomas VNC,VV,WMSC,ED 8-12 1,900 

14-Aug 7:00 Lake Constantine VNC,VV,MT 6-8 1.300' 

18-Aug 7:00 Missouri Lakes- 

Fancy Pass Loop 

VNC,VV,MT 10-12 2,600' 

21-Aug 8:00 Piney Lake to Falls VNC,VV 6-8 500' 

25-Aug 8:00 Shrine Ridge VNC,VV 4-6 700' 

28-Aug 8:00 Squaw Creek VNC,VV, 

WMSC,ED 

8-10 1,750' 

1-Sep 7:00 Lonesome Lake VNC,VV,MT 8-12 1,600' 

4-Sep 7:00 Colorado Trail-

Tennessee Pass 

VNC,VV,MT 12-14 1,200' 

8-Sep 7:00 Gore Lake VNC,VV 8-12 3,000' 

11-Sep 8:00 Whiskey Creek VNC,VV 6-8  2,000' 

15-Sep 8:00 Sneve Gulch VNC,VV,WMSC,ED 6-8 1,700' 

18-Sep 8:00 Bighorn Creek VNC,VV 6-8 2,200' 

22-Sep 7:00 McKenzie Gulch VNC,VV,WMSC,ED 5-7 1,500 

25-Sep 8:00 June Creek VNC,VV,WMSC,ED 6-8 1,250' 

29-Sep 7:00 Grizzly Creek VNC,VV,WMSC,ED 6-8 1,700' 

2-Oct 7:00 Lake Charles VNC,VV,WMSC,ED 8-12 1,900' 
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Half-day Hikes 

*Trails are subject to change based on trail conditions, weather, and permit numbers. 

**Pick up locations VNC-Vail Nature Center, VV-Vail Village Parking Structure, MT-Minturn USFS Office, 

WMSC-Walking Mountains Science Center, ED-Edwards rest stop. Example schedule for 8:30 VNC 

departure—8:40 at VV, 8:50 at MT, 9:00 at WMSC, and 9:15 at ED. Exact Pickup schedules will be 

communicated the day prior to hike. 

  

Date Departure time Trail* Pick up 

Locations** 

Estimated 

Total Mileage 

Estimated 

Elevation Change 

6-Jun 8:30 Meadow Mountain VNC,VV,MT 4-6 1,500' 

13-Jun 8:30 Cross Creek VNC,VV,MT 4-6 700' 

20-Jun 8:30 Beaver/Turquoise 

Lake 

VNC,VV 4-10 1,750' 

27-Jun 8:30 Wilder Gulch VNC,VV 4-5 500' 

3-Jul 8:30 Lost Lake VNC,VV 6-8 600' 

11-Jul 8:30 North Trail VNC,VV 4-6 1,000' 

18-Jul 8:30 Lost Lake VNC,VV 6-8 600' 

25-Jul 8:30 North Trail VNC,VV 4-6 1,000' 

1-Aug 8:30 Shrine Ridge VNC,VV 4-6 700' 

8-Aug 8:30 Gore Creek VNC,VV 4-6 1,500' 

15-Aug 8:30 Stone Creek VNC,VV 4-6 1,100' 

22-Aug 8:30 North Trail VNC,VV 4-6 1,000' 

29-Aug 8:30 Cross Creek VNC,VV,MT 4-6 700' 

5-Sep 8:30 Meadow Mountain VNC,VV 4-6 1,500' 

12-Sep 8:30 Buffehr Creek VNC,VV 6-8 1,200' 

19-Sep 8:30 Lost Lake VNC,VV 6-8 600' 

26-Sep 8:30 Booth Falls VNC,VV 4-6 1,200' 
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Appendix G 

Summary of Stakeholder Meetings Input 

 
General Planning Principles  
¶ The Town of Vail is willing to see VNC expand programmatically; reach out into the community with nature 

education and professional naturalist-guided hiking.  

¶ All ideas needed to be rooted in nature and the natural and cultural values of the place (and the Spirit of the 

Place…as predicated by the existing tradition there) 

¶ All ideas need to be rooted in a sense of community and sense of place that is the Town of Vail 

¶ Stewardship is the primary desired ultimate impact of these efforts. 

¶ Although all VNC experiences would be available (and accessible) for both tourists and locals, significant 

differentiation from the traditional Vail tourist experience in town is important.  

 

Audiences 
Tourists  

¶ First timers 

¶ Repeat 

¶ 2nd home owners 

¶ Lots  

¶ Summer and winter 

 

Locals 

¶ Passionate Users 

¶ Aware of VNC 

¶ Not aware of VNC 

¶ Summer and winter 

 

Demographically 

¶ Old people, seniors 

¶ People with kids 

¶ Families 

¶ People who know nature 

¶ People who don’t know nature 

¶ Hikers/walkers 

 

(Desired) Visitor Experiences 
Welcoming 

 

Authentic 

¶ Nostalgic 

¶ Unchanging (50 year roots) 

¶ Tradition (generations of kids thru system) 

¶ Rustic 

¶ Quaint 

¶ Humble 

¶ Old style 

¶ Historic 

¶ Homey 

¶ Enclave away from development/different from typical “Vail” experience 

 

Nature Experiences 
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Sensory Experiences 

¶ Sounds 

¶ Quiet 

¶ Reflection 

¶ “Sit Down and Shut up” – listening, observing, watching 

 

Imagination Experiences 

¶ Hands-on 

¶ Tactile 

¶ Lighting a spark; sparking an interest 

¶ Discovery 

¶ exploration 

 

Learning/Educational experiences 

 

Unexpected Experiences 

Á Taxidermy animals 

 

Recharge Experiences 

¶ Reconnect to nature 

¶ Rejuvenate 

¶ Restore 

¶ connect 

¶ Quiet 

¶ Refuge 

¶ Read 

¶ Rest 

¶ Sanctuary 

¶ Casual  

¶ Safe (safe place to get questions answered) 

 

Social/family/intergenerational experiences 

¶ mingle 

¶ kids, families, grandparents, singletons, friends 

 

Hiking Experiences 

¶ Trail Network (on-site at VNC) 

¶ Trails (elsewhere – town, Valley, and Gore Range) 

¶ For all levels, ages, types, locations and all fitness levels 

¶ Guided (not ‘herded’), self-guided, independent/unstructured 

¶ Hiking safety 

¶ Paid (for comfort and safety) vs. unpaid hiking opportunities 

¶ Destination hiking and wandering hikes 

¶ “Must Do” Hikes (has capacity implications) 

¶ Simple accessible hikes ă Ą challenging, active hikes 

 

Special Events 

¶ Weddings (mindfulness) 

¶ Concerts 

¶ Nature musician 

¶ Winter campfires 

 

Inexpensive experiences 

 



114 

Unstructured experiences 

¶ “facilitated sauntering” 

¶ Wandering 

¶ Picture taking 

¶ Sitting, relaxing 

¶ pondering 

 

Range of experiences 

¶ restful to active 

¶ paid to free 

 

Technology 

¶ iPhone photos 

¶ iBirds 

¶ technology statement/philosophy 

¶ iPad hike 

¶ app for hiking 

¶ app with maps 

¶ iHandouts 

¶ low tech 

¶ no screens 

 

Informed, educated, professional, knowledgeable, available staff 

¶ Sharing nature stories 

 

Topics/Stories 
Cultural Heritage 

¶ History (west, ranching, homesteading) 

¶ Pioneers of Vail 

¶ Human connection to nature (over time) 

¶ Human story – legacy of the place 

¶ Past-present-future 

¶ Farming/Ranching 

¶ Local history (to what extent?) 

 

Ecological restoration 

¶ Time and recoverability 

¶ Nature through time 

¶ Humans and ecological footprint 

¶ Ecological history of site/area 

¶ Ecological connections (ecology) 

 

Ecology/Nature 

¶ Natural cycles 

¶ Natural Heritage of site – changes in the land; urban interface 

¶ Life zones 

¶ Water and water quality 

¶ Habitats 

¶ Succession 

¶ Winter ecology 

¶ Biodiversity 
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Gore Creek 

¶ Creek corridor health 

¶ Riparian areas 

¶ Stream table 

 

Birds 

¶ Bird watching 

¶ Hummingbirds 

¶ magpies 

 

Flora/Vegetation  

¶ Native Vegetation 

¶ Mushrooms 

¶ Wildflowers 

¶ Poisonous plants 

¶ Local trees 

 

Animals/wildlife/fauna (not birds) 

¶ Bears (Griz) 

¶ Marmots 

¶ beaver 

¶ Wildlife 

¶ Wildlife encounters 

¶ Insects 

¶ Fish and water life 

 

Art and Nature 

¶ Nature photography 

¶ Watercolor classes/painting classes 

¶ Seeing art in nature (color, texture, shape, etc) 

 

Gardening 

¶ Worm composting 

¶ High elevation gardening (partner with Betty Ford Alpine Gardens?) 

 

Overall Suggestions 
Repair and Remodel 

¶ Take down to the studs 

¶ Keep wooden floors 

 

Electrical 

¶ Fix electrical 

¶ Lighting 

 

More light 

¶ southern exposure 

¶ more windows 

 

Sustainable Design 

¶ minimalism 

 

Authentic feel 

¶ homey 

¶ welcoming 
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¶ outdoorsy feel 

Plumbing 

¶ Toilets (Clivus is sustainable!) 

¶ water 

 

Heating 

¶ Insulation 

¶ Heating 

¶ Ventilation! (smells musty) 

¶ Fireplace? 

 

Visitor Flow 

¶ No dead-ends 

¶ Stairs or not 

¶ Loft? 

¶ (Storage) 

¶ Remove interior walls 

¶ Doors to outside 

 

Library 

¶ Naturalist library 

 

Exhibits 

¶ Hands-on 

¶ Tactile 

¶ Replace taxidermy 

¶ (see also topics) 

¶ Bird window 

¶ Kids activities 

 

Site Planning 

¶ Root Cellar 

¶ Greenhouse 

¶ Garden 

¶ (Storage) 

¶ Outdoor meeting space 

¶ Staging area(s)  

¶ fix (fix, patch, repair) cover over interpretive pavilion 

¶ teepee 

¶ Kiosk (knock it down?) 

¶ Outdoor gazebo near river 

 

Transportation Options 

¶ Parking 

¶ Bus Stop 

¶ shuttle 

 

Maintenance Plan 

¶ Trail maintenance 

¶ Building maintenance 

¶ Road grading/improvements 

 

Accessibility 

¶ Pedestrian access 
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¶ Road Access 

¶ ADA access – strollers, seniors, wheelchairs 

¶ Visitors/no visitors on roads? 

¶ Accessibility from town (walking and driving) 

 

Off-site meeting place for hiking (Lionshead) 

 

Proximal Ą Regional hiking 

¶ VNC site 

¶ Golf-course (especially in winter) and townsite 

¶ Valley 

¶ Gore Range 

 

Meeting space 

¶ Classes 

¶ Meetings 

¶ events 

 

O/W signage 

¶ Welcome Sign (soccer fields? Bridge?) 

¶ Site map 

¶ Name of Place sign 

¶ Direction signs (around town; from Gardens) 

¶ Signs throughout Town 

¶ No sign clutter (site-based not sign-based) 

¶ Keep signs in interior by house 

¶ More maps for Trail Guide booklet 

 

Interpretive Signs 

¶ SGT at Bridge 

 

Partners 

¶ Collaboration not competition 

¶ Betty Ford Gardens 

 

Staffing 

¶ Courteous and friendly staff 

¶ Experienced and professional staff (certifications) 

¶ Concierge (for nature experiences) 

¶ Advocates (for nature and nature experiences) 

¶ permanent front-desk staff 

¶ full-time VNC staff 

¶ Enthusiastic, knowledgeable, passionate, engaged volunteers/interns/staff only! 

 

Naturalists are Experts (both about Vail and Valley and about Nature) 

¶ Guide certifications 

¶ Professional Naturalist Guided Hikes (key!) 

 

Programming 

¶ Variety (see also Topics) 

¶ Collect, write down, and use visitor FAQs 

¶ Changing, dynamic programming 

¶ Locals-specific programming 

¶ Resource-based programming for locals 
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¶ Kids camps (use program inventory to guide this) 

¶ Pay has to equal value of program or experience 

¶ Kids programming 

¶ Camps 

 

Marketing 

¶ FAM trips 

¶ Partner/Collaborative marketing 

¶ Simple marketing 

¶ What is unique about the place 

¶ Hidden Gem(s) 

¶ Inexpensive  

¶ Video and first-hand verbal anecdotes as promotion 

¶ Simple branding 

¶ Scalable marketing – adjusts over time 
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Appendix H 

Vail Nature Center Policies and Procedures Manual, 1987 
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Appendix I 

Professional contacts and comments regarding Taxidermy Mounts 
 

The following information was gathered from the online Museum Junction Open Forum 

ListServe sponsored by the American Association of Museums (Summer 2015). 

 
o-o-o-o-o 

 

I would suggest talking with Frank Zitz of Frank Zitz and Company. He has restored mounts for our 

clients and has created new mounts. His work is top rate and he understands animal anatomy very well. 

His website is: Frank J. Zitz & Company, Inc. Home Page 

He created taxidermy Dire Wolves, Caribou and other animals for a Native American museum we 

designed, and most recently, he restored mounts for a state park visitor center for which we designed the 

exhibits. 

 

Good luck. 

Michael Hanke 

Exhibit Designer 

Design Division, Inc. 

Amherst MA 

 

o-o-o-o-o 

Check the blog at the American Museum of Natural History about their project to clean and repair 

taxidermy: 

https://intheirtruecolors.wordpress.com/2014/06/01/renovation-of-the-bernard-family-hall-of-north-

american-mammals-part-ii-unique-challenges-in-restoring-faded-taxidermy/ 

You can access it through the AMNH website as well. 

 

Paisley S. Cato 

Museum Services Consultant 

Temecula CA 

 

o-o-o-o-o 

I know of two possible resources that may be helpful: 

1. Contact Scott Williams (exhibits director) at the Burpee Museum in Rockford, IL. They recently 

suffered some substantial water damage and had several taxidermy specimens restored. Scott may be able 

to point you toward those who did the restoration. 

2. Taxidermy.net is an online resource for taxidermists, but you do not have to be a taxidermist to 

participate in their forums. Posting an inquiry there can tap into a large body of knowledge (I've had good 

success with this myself). 

 

Good luck! 

Michael Holland 

Principal/Owner 

Michael Holland Productions 

Bozeman MT 

 

o-o-o-o-o 

There is no one simple answer. If they aren't too old or ratty they can be carefully washed and touched up 

fairly easily. Once they start missing hair, claws, color etc then it becomes more complicated. Then 

http://www.taxidermymuseum.com/
https://intheirtruecolors.wordpress.com/2014/06/01/renovation-of-the-bernard-family-hall-of-north-american-mammals-part-ii-unique-challenges-in-restoring-faded-taxidermy/
https://intheirtruecolors.wordpress.com/2014/06/01/renovation-of-the-bernard-family-hall-of-north-american-mammals-part-ii-unique-challenges-in-restoring-faded-taxidermy/
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replacement is cheaper. FWIW, I've worked on projects with arsenic-laden specimens that were properly 

and safely cleaned up for protected exhibition. That in and of itself doesn't end its life but will become a 

factor in the approach and cost. 

Jonas Brothers in Broomfield is an excellent resource and has seen it all in the world of taxidermy. 

Without looking at the specific mounts there's no one direction. 

Good luck! 

 

SethFrankel 

Principal, Studio Tectonic 

Boulder, Colorado USA 

seth@studiotectonic.com 

www.studiotectonic.com 

 

o-o-o-o-o 

I understand that your question is about conservation of these aging mounts, however, there is an 

important caution about using older mounts for interpretative programming. Arsenic was sometimes used 

in the taxidermy process, and may remain in the mount. Given the age of the mounts, it is unlikely that 

the Nature Center knows or can find out the taxidermy process used. 

Thus, participants should not be permitted to touch them. The Outdoor Education Center at which I 

worked installed shelving above children's reach for their smaller mounts, and placed other exhibit items 

in front of the bear and mountain lion to keep participants at arm's length. 

This caution should also be considered by anyone doing conservation on the mounts. 

 

Mary Ann Gabriel 

Collections Management Specialist 

Parker, CO 

 

o-o-o-o-o 

Taxidermists can usually repair worn out mounts. A cost estimate can determine whether it is worth the 

expense. We had a local taxidermists repair mounts (and improve them) at cost for non-profits. (He used 

it is as a tax write-off.) 

Several taxidermists told me that arsenic is rare in mounts made after the 1880s. The museum I used to 

work at had mounts that dated to the 1870s and none tested positive for arsenic. But it is possible some 

taxidermists used arsenic later that others. 

For hands-on program, animal pelts are probably better and certainly much less expensive to purchase. 

 

Alan Goldstein 

Interpretive Naturalist 

Falls of The Ohio State Park Interpretive Center 

Clarksville IN 

 

 

 

  

mailto:seth@studiotectonic.com
http://www.studiotectonic.com/


125 

Appendix J 

Staffing Recommendations 
 

The following narrative supplements Recommendation #11 (page 78).   

 

Adopt a differentiated staffing strategy for intentionally growing VNC staff years of 

experience. This positions WMSC/VNC as the premier source of professionally-trained and 

certified naturalist guides in the area.  

¶ First, this ensures that all VNC programming is of the highest caliber – for local residents 

and tourist visitors alike. 

¶ Second, this provides an opportunity to partner or collaborate with other organizations to 

offer professional naturalist guide services. 

 

The VNC has long prided itself on serving as the go-to resource on all things nature-related 

within Eagle County. This is also an unwritten goal of WMSC. Furthermore, WMSC and VNC 

pride themselves on hiring staff that are:  

¶ Courteous, friendly, and helpful 

¶ Enthusiastic, knowledgeable, experienced, and professionally-trained (see below) 

¶ Passionate advocates for authentic and immersive learning experiences in nature 

 

A. Balance VNC growth an expansion concurrently with WMSC program leadership 

and naturalist staff. 

The implementation of the suggested changes included in this plan will require additional 

attention and oversight to the VNC by WMSC staff. Long term, the VNC’s expansion 

could require staffing growth for the organization. 

 

Naturalists 

An example structure could be a 3-tiered hiring and promotion system whereby the goal 

at any given time is 70% Master Naturalists who are highly specialized and credentialed 

(as described and shown below).  

¶ Level 1 – APPRENTICE (15%).  Jack of all trades; master of none. Naturalist 

has little or no field experience, but has education in some content areas and/or 

training in interpretation or education. This person is not a master at any one thing 

but is interested and adept in some topics and presentation skills. May be 

volunteers.  

 

¶ Level 2 – JOURNEYMAN (25%). Naturalist has some specialized training and 

experience with several topics; has mastered one or two presentation styles and 

can adapt to most situations; still needs experience and may be pursuing 

certifications or specialized training.  

 

¶ Level 3 ï MASTER (60%). Fully trained; fully experienced. Naturalists is 

seasoned in both content and process; can adapt to any situation; very 

knowledgeable about most topics. This person may have advanced training or 

certifications and is often mentor, supervisor, or leader to others.  
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Content ProcessLevel 1

Level 2

Level 3

Flora, Fauna, Ecology, 
Biology, Weather, 

Geography, Climate, 
Safety 

Interpretation,  Education, 
Communications, Learning 
Styles, Audience Analysis, 
Evaluation

Level 3

Level 2

Level 1

 
Specialty experiences for Levels 2 and 3 may include but are not limited to: 

o Early Childhood Education 

o Adult Education 

o Master Plant Naturalist, Biologist, Ecologist  

o Storyteller and/or Theater/Performance 

o Evaluation/Visitor Studies 

 

There has seldom been a system that rewards upward mobility of professional interpretive 

naturalists that is unencumbered by increasing administrative duties. In the case of VNC 

where naturalists are shared with WMSC and collaboration with other entities is often the 

case, a ‘professional niche’ for Master Naturalists at VNC/WMSC should be the norm. With 

that said, as a local center for Master Naturalists, some attention should be spent on helping 

Level 1 and Level 2 naturalists gain field experience and content expertise in the area. As 

with many other staffing strategies, performance expectations and salary should be 

commensurate with both skills and performance.  

 

Starting Level 2 staff in either November or June is highly desirable depending on available 

housing. Because housing has always been an issue for interpretive staff in the Valley, start 

times may vary for multi-season naturalist. Staff housing at WMSC would be the first line of 

defense for hiring any multi-seasonal naturalists.    
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B. Hire Naturalist Hiking Guide(s) separate from naturalist program staff to fulfill 

specific demand for guided hikes. The niche established by the VNC (see 

Recommendations #8 above) will require unique qualifications and so should be 

considered a different staffing niche. Furthermore, Naturalist Hiking Guides should be 

budgeted differently because they could be offering a revenue-generating service. These 

staff should also be hired for an extended summer season schedule (May-Oct).  

 

FTE

Apr

May

Jun

Jul

Aug

Sep

SUMMER 

Extended (2)

Oct

Nov

Dec

Jan

Feb

Mar

Apr

May

Jun

Jul

Aug

Sep

SUMMER 

Extended (2)

Oct

Nov

Dec

4

Month

Community 

Programs 

Director       

(1)

Community 

Programs 

Coordinators 

(2)

Adult 

Programs 

Instructor       

(1) 

Table 5.  Comparative Staffing Models Anticiapting Growth in Community Program Staff

Total

SUMMER 

Memorial 

Day to Labor 

Day (9)

 WINTER   

Nov 15-         

Apr 15               

(3)

SUMMER 

Memorial 

Day to Labor 

Day (9)

MULTI -

SEASON  

Summer, 

Fall, Winter          

(2)

2

0

1

5

2

0

1

6

Current Model Naturalist Residency with Internship

 12 summer; 6 winter 13 summer; 7 winter

13 month 

position - 

May 15 to 

May 31                 

(3)

SUMMER 

May 15 - 

Labor Day or 

Oct 10      (10)

WINTER Nov 

15- Apr 15     

(4-5)

SUMMER 

May 15 - 

Labor Day or 

Oct 10       

(10)

1 year 

position        

Nov 1-Oct 31     

(5)

MULTI-

SEASON  

Winter, 

Spring, 

Summer      

(2)
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C.  Consider a permanent part- or full-time paid Building and Grounds Maintenance 

position for VNC-specific building maintenance, trail maintenance, vegetation 

control, and general site management once the new VNC building is constructed. 
With the renovation of the building and renewal of the site, consistent and reliable VNC-

specific attention will be important in both summer and winter. For example, this position 

might be 40 hours/week between May and October (summer months) to clear/clean trails, 

open/close the building, complete ongoing and periodic building maintenance, and keep 

up with vegetation control. Alternately, there could be two part-time positions adding up 

to an average of 40 hours/week.  From November to April (winter months), these 

positions might be 10-20 hour/week to complete repair projects, complete seasonal 

equipment storage and inventory, and to manage the ongoing maintenance plan for the 

site.  

 

It would be the responsibility of this person to manage the building and site according to 

a current and thorough Maintenance Manual created during the renovation process 

described in Recommendations #3 and #17.  

 
 
 


