Mules in the Grand Canyon
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Winter morning in the
Grand Canyon

BACKGROUND

A

s early as 1849, documentation exists, that mules have taken man and
his plunder into, around and across
the Grand Canyon; that’s 162 years in just
about anyone’s math book. Not a bad run
for a national icon. Now it has almost come
to an end, with the announcement on January 11, 2011, of the new Stock Use Management Plan for Grand Canyon National
Park (GCNP). This announcement is the
culmination of a long Environmental Assessment (EA) process that began many
months ago. First reported in the pages of
Western Mule Magazine, in September
2008, that the long running mule rides
below the rim of the Grand Canyon were in
jeopardy, and that the commercial trail ride
on the Bright Angel trail might come to an
end, has for the most part come to pass.
In 2007, when a career bureaucrat with
the National Park Service (NPS) was appointed Superintendent of the GCNP, it became obvious to many that he wanted the
mules off the trails of the Grand Canyon.
Early in his tenure, he became involved in
an antagonistic confrontation with a mule
wrangler while the wrangler was trying to
take care of his mule riders in the canyon.
That unfortunate event is well documented.
Some have gone so far as to accuse his administration of orchestrating questionable
data to show that the mules were causing

trail damage that could not be maintained
within the budget of the park.
In a recent correspondence from a source
at the Grand Canyon, and someone close to
the stock use issue, the following observations were submitted; “What has been apparent to me…….whether on the trail, at
scoping meetings or private conversations…. in his office, is that his intentions
are to get rid of the mules in the Grand
If a 100 year history of mule use in
the canyon can be wiped out or at
least severely limited, it can happen
at any other park or forest that might
come under the direction of someone
with an ego driven agenda.

Canyon”… “he has orchestrated a two year
scoping process using highly questionable
arguments and twisted statistics to give credence to an elitist, biased conclusion that
mule riders should be all but eliminated
from the Canyon, while mule packers continue to supply all hiker support including
duffel service, beer, wine, and really, everything from hiking sticks to Thanksgiving
turkeys.”
The GCNP operates under a management
plan that was adopted in 1995. Under a
loose interpretation of a guideline in that
plan, the GCNP administration under took

a process to determine stock use in the park.
This was accomplished through the EA
process that included public comments as
part of the procedure.
Environmentalists throughout the process
seemed to be amazingly absent from public
meetings over the stock use issue. During
the course of the EA process, I attended two
public meeting in Flagstaff Arizona, and expected to see environmentalist out in large
numbers. To my surprise, their presence and
voice was minimal at the most. One person
at the first meeting told me, “they don’t
have to turn out as the removal of the mules,
(completely, or nearly so) is a sure thing.”
For those of you who have not followed
the issue as I have, and as Western Mule
Magazine has, commercial use of mules in
the canyon has taken place for over one
hundred years in the form of commercial
enterprises providing mule rides into the
inner Grand Canyon. These rides have consisted of overnight trips to the famed Phantom Ranch at the bottom of the canyon, as
well as daylong rides to historic features
deep in the canyon. For some years now
these rides have been provided, on the south
rim, by the Xanterra Corporation, which
own the mule ride, as well as hotel accommodations and restaurants on the south rim
of the Grand Canyon. Xanterra is a national
guest accommodation company that operates the guest facilities at some of the nation’s largest national parks. Mule rides at

the north rim of the Grand Canyon are
under the ownership of Pete Mangum and
his family. They are not associated with the
south rim operations.
Both the south rim and north rim operations are conducted under concessioner contracts with the National Park Service. At one
of the public meetings I attended, a representative from Xanterra was present, but
made few, if any comments at those meetings. I attempted to get a statement of position on the mule rides from Gordon Taylor,
an executive with Xanterra, at the south rim,
and he was for the most part uncommunicative. Employees of the Mangum family
were present at one meeting and actively
mingled with those present, giving concise,
unbiased answers, in private, to questions
asked by the public. They were very professional in their conduct and were a credit to
their employer.
The public focus during this process has
always seemed to center around the facilities on the south rim, and the Bright Angel
Trail. This is perhaps due to the larger number of visitors there, and the fact that the
park headquarters is located on the south
rim. However, the entire Environmental As-

sessment process, as well as the final determination, is binding on the mule operations
of both the south and north rim concessions,
and private stock owners in general.
CHANGES MADE BEFORE
ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT
PROCESS WAS COMPLETED
As the Environmental Assessment
process continued, and before the findings
were announced, major changes were made
to the mule rides on both the north and
south rims. Early on, the popular Roaring
Springs day ride on the north rim was discontinued. Mules were removed entirely
from the South Kaibab Trail, and the popular day ride to Plateau Point on the south
rim was discontinued, and replaced with a
three hour round trip ride along the rim to
the Abyss Point Overlook. Trips to the bottom of the canyon, ending at Phantom
Ranch, were reduced to ten mules per day.
All along, the NPS assured everyone that
the changes were only temporary.
I asked a member of the National Park
Service about the changes at a public meeting, and I was told that the changes were
made by the concessioner, Xanterra Corporation. However, an announcement by Xan-

terra indicated that the change was orchestrated by the National Park Service. All of
the above changes were in place long before
the final stock management plan was announced by the NPS. Those changes would
become the preferred option, by the NPS,
under the EA procedures.
At one of the meetings in Flagstaff, and
after the above changes were made, a person with a long employment history at the
park told me that no matter what the outcome of the EA, the “changes and signage
are already in place.” How true that statement has come to be.
The 1995 General Management Plan had
placed a limit of forty mules per day on the
Bright Angel Trail and twenty mules per
day on the South Kaibab Trail, for a total of
sixty mules per day allowed in the canyon.
The management plan did not impose any
restrictions on the number of mules, or riders that could be on the trails of the north
rim. However, all that has changed.
The Environmental Assessment had two
possible extremes, with several possibilities
in between. One extreme was finding of a
significant impact, the result being the park
would need complete protection from the
mules. At the other end of the curve would
be a finding of no significant impact

NEW STOCK MANAGEMENT PLAN
Below is the newly announced stock management plan for the Grand Canyon;

North Rim
…… Commercial stock use: Up to 8,000 commercial mule rides a year (current average use is 7,072 rides).
…… North Kaibab Trail: Up to 48 riders a day, with no more than 280 in a seven-day period (average of 40 a day) to Supai
Tunnel, with no more than 30 riders on the trail at one time. These numbers reflect changes from the original EA, based on public
demand and meetings with the mule ride concessioner.
….. Ken Patrick Trail (above rim): Up to 40 one-hour mule riders a day to the Uncle Jim Trail junction, with no more than 20
mule riders on this section of trail at one time.
….. Uncle Jim Trail: Up to 20 half-day riders a day to Uncle Jim Point.
….. North Rim stock facilities: The hitching rail at Uncle Jim Point will remain in place, and a one stall composting toilet will
replace the existing facility, with weekly (or as needed) cleaning and routine maintenance.
….. Private stock use: Up to six riders and six mules/horses on overnight trips below the rim. Day-use group size will be up to
12 riders and 12 stock.
….. Commercial use at Tuweep and Whitmore Trail: Up to six stock-use groups a year at Tuweep under a commercial use authorization. These groups are limited to 12 riders and 12 stock, including guides, and are for day-use-only. Stock use will be discontinued on Whitmore Trail, which is remote and not maintained.

Remember, the general management plan had placed no specific numbers on the mule rides on the north rim. The new stock management plan placed the above limits on the north rim based on historic use. There was never an official limit to increase. The
Tuweep ride is commercial only, provided by a third outfitter and is not as popular as the other mule concessions. Part of this is the
remote location of the Tuweep area at the end of a 60 mile dirt road.

NEW STOCK MANAGEMENT PLAN
South Rim
…..

Commercial stock use: Up to 10,000 commercial mule rides a year (current average use is 8,315 rides).

….. Bright Angel Trail: Up to 10 mule riders a day, plus up to two guides, from the rim to Phantom Ranch on the Colorado River.
Day rides to Plateau Point will no longer operate.
…. South Kaibab Trail: Up to 10 mule riders a day, plus guides, from Phantom Ranch to the rim. In addition, up to 12 supply
mules, including guides, will be allowed daily to Phantom Ranch.
….. Above-rim ride: Up to 40 mule riders a day, with at least one guide for every 10 riders, on a loop route from the south Kaibab
trailhead to the rim near Yaki Point, continuing east another mile before returning.
….. South Rim stock facilities: The historic mule barn in Grand Canyon Village will continue to house a small number of commercial mules. Most of the concssioner’s stock will move to the South Kaibab trailhead mule barn and corrals, which will be improved
to accommodate more animals.
….. Private stock use: Up to six riders and six mules/horses on overnight trips below the rim. Day-use group size will be up to 12
riders and 12 stock.
(FONSI).” If there was FONSI, as there
was in this case, the mule rides would be allowed to continue with no changes, and
maybe get an increase in use.
The above south rim mule rides appear
to have an increase of about 1,700 rides per
year. However the location of the increase

is what’s important. First off, the day ride to
Plateau Point, which was a major attraction
for the mule ride on the south rim, has been
permanently removed. The temporary
three-hour rim ride to the Abyss Point has
been replaced with a permanent two-hour
ride going past Yaki Point to a location close

Jack Stewart, wrangler/saddle maker and historian with a group on Bright Angel Trail.

to Shoshone Point. If you want to rent a
mule to ride the interior of the canyon on
the south rim, you will have to take the
overnight ride to Phantom Ranch, which
has ten mules a day headed that way.
The original 1995 General management
plan allowed 60 mules a day in the
canyon….that has now been reduced to
twenty a day (for tourists), ten going down
and ten coming up out of the canyon from
Phantom Ranch (not including a guide’s
mules and supply pack trains). This is a
major decrease in numbers into the interior
of the canyon, with a huge increase in a
two-hour flat ride along the rim through the
pinion trees.
If you want to ride a mule into the
canyon, with no overnight stay, you will
have to undertake the ride to Supai Tunnel
on the north rim, as that is the only interior
ride in the canyon other than the overnight
ride to Phantom Ranch. The visiting public
and those who want to see the south rim interior have been deprived of a tremendous
resource by eliminating commercial day
rides on the Bright Angel Trail, and the day
ride to Roaring Springs for north rim visitors. In 2008, 5,480 people rode the daylong
interior ride to Plateau Point (last full year

Mule riders on a bright day in the
Grand Canyon
for the ride), while 3,985 rode to Phantom
Ranch. That is a reduction in opportunity of
335 riders per year, by 2008 data, to Phantom Ranch. In 2009, after the reductions
were put in place by the NPS, 840 people
rode to the Abyss Overlook while 3,139
managed to ride to Plateau Point, before it
was eliminated, and 3,120 rode to Phantom
Ranch.
PRIVATE STOCK USE PERMITS
The use of private stock is mentioned in
both the north and south rim management
plan. On the surface it appears as though six
private riders and their personal stock are
allowed from the north rim and six from the

south rim, for an overnight ride to the bottom of the canyon. Private riders and their
stock need a permit for this, and it is available from the Back Country Permit Office
at the Grand Canyon. I called the backcountry permit office and found that the numbers
are not what they appear to be.
The number allowed by the new directive
means a maximum of six private stock users
staying at the bottom of the canyon
overnight. Also, it means one group. If you
have two in your group, and two in another
group, one of the two groups will have to
wait for another night. The permit office
told me that the “stock permits are very hard
to get.” It seems that the limiting factor is
the carrying capacity of the Bright Angel
Campground at the bottom of the canyon,
where you have to camp for the night.
Bright Angel Campground can accommodate a total of 110 campers per night. Stock
users have to compete with hikers for those
campsites.
If you attempted to get a reservation for
six stock users, for a given night, and there
were already 108 permits for hikers issued,
your group of six will not be going that day;
also, the limitation of six means six mules
and six riders. If you had six riders and six
saddle animals, you cannot take a seventh

Long time mule boss at the
Grand Canyon, Ron Clayton

animal with a pack to carry your overnight
plunder. If you had five riders and one pack
mule that would be permissible. It is expected that you will coordinate your ride, in
and out of the park with the commercial
rides offered by Xanterra. This you will
have to do at the canyon, prior to taking
your stock into the canyon.
Complicating the process a little is the
camping accommodations at the south rim
upon arrival with your livestock. On the
south rim, camping with stock is only permitted at Mather Campground. The permit
office does not take reservations for that facility. You have to make that reservation
through the National Recreation Reservation Service at a toll free number or online.
There is an additional private stock camping
area on the north rim and the north rim permit office can issue permits for that facility.
Permits for private stock use have to be
made at least four months in advance. If you
wanted to take your stock on an overnight
ride on September 1, 2011, you would have
to start applying for the reservation on May
1, 2011. The GCNP corridor trails are the
crossing trails of the Grand Canyon for the
Arizona Trail. This trail stretches the north
south boundaries of Arizona, from Mexico
to Utah. If you have been on a cross state
pack trip, or backpack trip, I find it hard to
be able to know, months in advance, the
precise day you will arrive at the Grand
Canyon.
Day rides for private stock users, into the
canyon do not require a permit. However,
groups are limited to twelve head of livestock. I asked if there were any restrictions
on how many groups could ride and was
told there was none; however you are expected, once again, to coordinate your trip

with the commercial rides by Xanterra.
Likewise, for any riding you elected on the
north rim, you are expected to coordinate
with the concessionaire there as well. I
asked if there was any specific time you
were expected to be out of the canyon on a
day ride and was told there was none, as
long as you didn’t stay overnight. The fee
for overnight camping consists of a $10.00
permit fee (non refundable) and $5.00 per
person.
COMMERCIAL RIDE COSTS
Xanterra Corporation sets the prices for
their rides on the south rim. I contacted their
reservation number and was told the current
price for the Abyss Overlook ride was
$118.00 per person. Overnight rides to
Phantom Ranch are currently $481.97 per
person or $850.21, for two people. Additional persons after the first two are $381.52
per person. At the time I called, there were
no prices for the new ride to Yaki Point.
On the north rim, Pete Mangum operates
under the name of Canyon Rides. Charges
for rides at the north rim are currently advertised at $40.00 per person for a one-hour
rim ride, and $75 per person for a half-day
rim ride to Uncle Jim Point. An inner
canyon ride, to Supai Tunnel, that drops
2,300 feet in elevation into the canyon is
also available for $75.00 per person. This is
currently the only inner canyon commercial
day ride.
FROM WHERE I SIT
For sometime now, individuals in the
NPS, and others, have been claiming that
throughout the Environmental Assessment
process, the overwhelming number of public comments that were submitted, sup-

Casey Murph issues the USPS oath of office to a mule rider to faithfully deliver
the mail to Phantom Ranch

Future Grand Canyon mule wrangler
in the south rim mule barn.
Photo by Casey Murph
ported fewer mules in the canyon, or removal altogether. I can tell you that those
making such a claim are either fabricating
information to further their own misguided
agendas, or they haven’t read what was submitted. I have read all 178 comments that
were submitted and nothing could be further
from the truth, in fact, an overwhelming
majority of the comments favored the mule
rides stay as they were before the EA began,
and some favored an increase in the number
of inner canyon mule rides to the even
larger numbers that were in effect in 1995.
Through the Freedom of Information Act
process, what is supposed to be all of the
comments submitted were obtained and a
copy sent to me. These comments cover 146
pages of reading material. As I read the
comments I placed the recommendations
from each comment into three categories.
First were those wanting all the mules unconditionally out of the canyon. Second
were those comments supporting the NPS
preferred option (which we now have)
along with those supporting an agenda of
continued mule use, but with limitations.
Lastly were those comments recommending
that the mule ride, private and commercial,
be left as they were before the EA process
began.
The result of the informal canvass was as
follows; unconditional removal of the mule
totaled 18 comments; those supporting the
preferred option, or retaining of the mules
in the canyon with some kind of restriction,
37. Those comments recommending maintaining the mules at the status they were before the EA process, and even going back to
the 1995 use level, was 123. I invite all
readers to submit your own FOIA request,

This mother and her two daughters
traveled all the way from Germany to
ride the Grand Canyon Mules
and it can be done on the Grand Canyon
NPS website, and read for yourself. It is
some very enlightening reading.
The total twisting of the data from those
comments shows that the EA process was
little more than eyewash for the NPS administration. Certainly, comments were
cherry picked from those as well as internal

This family was such a joy to our whole group with the way the young lady went from
“I CAN’T DO THIS, I CAN’T DO THIS,” to silent riding, and then, to
“I AM DOING IT, I AM DOING IT!” Her parents wanted to do something special for
their daughter and between the Canyon and her mule, which she bonded with, it was
transformational. Very fun for everyone!
comments from the NPS itself, and included
in the EA when it was written. However, it
is obvious that the majority opinion had

very little, if any influence on the outcome.
As I read the comments it was obvious
how much the mule ride into the canyon

Ed, the last rider in the line, had
double hip replacement surgery one
year prior to this photo
means to the general public. There were
narratives that were impassioned pleas for
the NPS to retain the mules as they have
historically been so that those people could
make another ride into the canyon, or could
make their first ride into the canyon. Comments were noted where families, obviously
not wealthy, were diligently saving money
so they could make a trip to the canyon and
ride the mules down the Bright Angel Trail.
Some comments noted that the Phantom
Ranch trip was beyond the range of their
purses, so they were saving for the Plateau
Point ride. Make no mistake; comments
were received from people from outside the
U.S. as well.
I also saw comments from handicapped
people, one being legally blind. His comments were adamant that the mules were his
only means of getting into his beloved
Grand Canyon. Others noted the fact that
the mule ride into the canyon was the only
way they could make a trip into the interior
of the canyon, even though they were in
good health. There were also numerous
comments from those who have ridden a
mule into the canyon, commenting on the
friendly attitude of the hikers toward the
mules and several stating that more than one
weary hiker made it plain that they should
have taken the mules into the canyon instead of hiking down and had tried to get a
reservation but the ride was full. Another
said she had never had her picture taken so
many times than when hikers snapped a
photo of her on the mule she was riding.
One of the most compelling comments I
have read, though not in the official record,
came from the mother of a child dealing
with emotional challenges. The mule ride

into the canyon, made a positive change in
the child and the entire family. It was obvious that the mule ride was a very inspirational experience for the family. Comments
were numerous about the ability of the mule
wranglers, and their professional attitude
with their mule riding charges and their interactions with hikers. Finally were the
comments from hikers that wanted the mule
riders off the trails, but absolutely wanted
the supply and support pack trains to continue down to Phantom Ranch.
Especially noteworthy, was one official
comment I read that ran the red flag up the
pole. The submission was made anonymously, stating that the person was a seven
year resident of the Grand Canyon and was
afraid to put his or her name on the comment out of fear of “ramifications” if they
did so. I can only assume that those ramifications mean problems at some form of employment at the canyon. The comments
were somewhat critical of the NPS; however, those comments were stated in a professional manner. It’s interesting that some
element exist at the canyon making people
afraid to exercise their first amendment
rights to free speech in a public forum.
The public meetings held by the NPS
were certainly easy to attend and NPS personnel were easily approached by the attending public. Photo displays depicting
badly damaged trail beds were placed so
they could be examined by those in attendance. To simply look at the photos you
would be led to believe that the extensive
damage shown was from mule traffic on the

Newly treaded canyon trail showing
damage from one rain storm.

trails. There were no written signs claiming
that, but the inference was obvious. I assumed that was the case as did many others,
till people familiar with the trail sections in
the photos informed us that the damage was
on a particular part of the trail that washes
out every year from snow melt and rain. Another photo was identified to me as a stretch
of trail that mules weren’t allowed on.
When I started hearing this information, I
began to seriously question the integrity of
the entire process. Then, in 2009, and prior
to the second set of public meeting, the entire mule program at the canyon changed,
and those changes became the preferred option of the NPS; in the end, it wasn’t an option, it was already in place!
Probably no more direct notice of the
NPS using the Environmental Assessment
process to justify a preconceived plan limiting the mules, was more aptly stated than
by a member of the Back Country Horseman of Central Arizona. The comment takes
the NPS to task for violating the intent of
the National Environmental Policy Act
(NEPA), which guides the Environmental
Assessment process. The comment in part
reads; “Timing of the NEPA states; Usually
if a plan or project is so specific that is the
only reasonable option, this means you have
waited too long to begin NEPA, because all
of the important decisions have been made
without benefit of environmental analysis.
In this case, you may be violating NEPA by
using the process to rationalize or justify decisions already made (1502.5). Based
strictly on these criteria, the GCNP EA on
Mule and Stock Use should be rejected in
its entirety since it clearly is being used to
justify a predetermined action.” It is almost
impossible to improve on this description of
what has taken place with the Grand
Canyon Stock Use Management Plan.
A major excuse from the NPS for the EA
was the lack of funds to maintain the 42
miles of corridor trails that are the most
used trails in the park, part of which, is used
by the mules. However, I could find nothing
in the EA about looking into alternative
funding. Further, there was no mention of
expanding volunteer help in maintaining the
trails. The Back Country Horseman of
America has a Memorandum of Understanding to provide such assistance to the
NPS. There are Arizona chapters of this organization available for this and they have
training in trail maintenance that meets the
criteria set out by the NPS. Erosion, such a
large factor with anything in the canyon, received only passing comments.
In the end, all of the EA effort by dedicated NPS personnel, public scoping meet-

Assessment having been signed and announced, it doesn’t mean you need to give
up. Write, scream and jump up and down,
whatever it takes. Make your concern with
what has happened known to any and all. A
lady named Laurie Burg has a face book
page that addresses the Grand Canyon mule
issues. Get on it and join……..and write
your elected officials.

Mule riders from New Zealand, New York and Florida.
Wrangler Rich Granberg sitting in front in a red shirt
ings, written public comments, and efforts
by concerned groups and citizens, were
nothing short of an exercise to be ignored
by the administration over the Grand
Canyon National Park. When administrators act in this fashion, they only diminish,
in the eyes of the public, the efforts of dedicated public service employees, and insult
the public. To the outside observer, it would
seem that integrity in government, in this
case, went out the mouth of the Grand
Canyon on the ripples of the Colorado
River.
WHAT’S LEFT
What took place in the limiting of the
mules in the GCNP is disturbing. If a 100
year history of mule use in the canyon can
be wiped out or at least severely limited, it
can happen at any other park or forest that
might come under the direction of someone
with an ego driven agenda. As equestrians,
and mule riders, we need to look in our own
back yard. If you ride on public land of any
kind, National Forest, national, state, county
or city parks, keep close vigil for those indications that your stock use may be curtailed. Don’t give public land managers any
excuse to make a limiting change. Make
sure your riding area is kept clean and obey
any and all rules set out for the users of the
land. There is an obvious nation wide effort
to limit or remove equestrians from public
lands. Land managers may disagree with
that, but the track record speaks for itself. If
you see something that needs fixing, and
you are there, fix it. It’s easier to get forgiveness than permission.

Watch for any mention of limiting stock
use and notify local equestrian groups of the
threat, and also contact your local, state and
national elected officials as to your opposition to any such changes. If you are lucky
enough to get a congressman on your side,
you will definitely have an edge. And,
lastly, if a study is conducted to make such
changes, make sure the study is conducted
in accordance with established guidelines,
with no variances. Short of hiring an attorney, exposure of back room actions on the
part of officials, is a great deterrent.
Last of all don’t give up the fight! Even
now, with the Grand Canyon Environmental

Public Comments Received by
Grand Canyon National Park on
Mule Operations and Stock Use
Environmental Assessment can be
viewed at:
www.westernmulemagazine.com
or www.ThreeBellsMules.com
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