
Nicodemus National Historic Site

Long-Range Interpretive Plan – Part 1: Foundations
Executive Summary/Abstract
This Long-Range Interpretive Plan (LRIP) is the guiding document for planning and implementing visitor experiences, storytelling, and education at Nicodemus National Historic Site. It provides direction to park staff and partners for the next five to ten years, although in many cases implementation of the plan continues for up to twenty years. This document follows the requirements of the National Park Service (NPS) as well as the realities of a small, rural Kansas farm community. The ultimate product will be cost-effective, tightly focused and of high quality reflecting the standards of the NPS while showing great respect for the Nicodemus community.

Background 

On November 12, 1996, Congress passed Public Law 104-333 (110 Statute 4163) establishing Nicodemus National Historic Site. The legislation authorized the National Park Service to “preserve, protect, and interpret for the benefit and enjoyment of present and future generations, the remaining structures and locations that represent the history (including the settlement and growth) of the town of Nicodemus, Kansas;” and “to interpret the historical role of the town of Nicodemus in the Reconstruction period in the context of the experience of westward expansion in the United States.” The LRIP helps to develop the strategy to comply with this law.
Long-Range Interpretive Plan - Part 1: Foundations for Planning

This part of the LRIP identifies the existing conditions of the interpretation and education program at Nicodemus, and how it relates to other management documents, policies, legislation, park significance statements, and interpretive themes.

Park neighbors, partners, friends, and descendants play a vital role in shaping the future program by collaboratively establishing this foundation.

Management Goals

As required by the federal government, Nicodemus National Historic Site developed a Strategic Plan that is in effect through 2012. The Strategic Plan identifies goals that the park should attain to ensure that visitors are satisfied with park facilities, services and other park-related opportunities. The goal for 2012 at Nicodemus calls for 84% visitor satisfaction. Currently this percentage hovers at 80%. Earlier ratings were higher. The LRIP identifies ways that the park can work to meet and exceed these goals. 
Visitor Understanding, Visitation and Visitor Use

Visitor data and surveys are used in the LRIP to determine how to meet visitor needs and expectations. Annual visitor surveys indicate a low percentage (63%) of visitors understand the reasons Nicodemus is of national significance. The park is currently unsure of the reason for these low numbers.

In previous years visitation counters were located at the rest area located between Highway 24 and the visitor center resulting in erroneously high counts (28,065 recorded in 2005). In 2007 the park began counting only those that enter the visitor center. Consequently, the numbers have been drastically lower (2,434 recorded in 2008). 
The 2005 in-depth visitor survey identified that most visitation to the park was by first time visitors and family groups. The majority live in Kansas and almost everyone found value in the visitor center, the indoor exhibits and information panels, the park brochure, and the park staff. 
Issues and Opportunities

Past planning workshops established that Nicodemus National Historic Site has many assets upon which to build an effective interpretive program, including evocative and compelling stories, outstanding cultural resources, a professional staff, and a dedicated community of supporters. 
The workshops also revealed that Nicodemus also faces a number of challenges. Limited communication between partner organizations and the park have resulted in poorly defined roles regarding interpretive services to the visitor. This in conjunction with the aging community, depressed economy, and population decline within northwest Kansas makes increased and improved communication all the more important.
Rehabilitation of the African Methodist Episcopal Church is anticipated to begin in 2011, pending the availability of funding. Park staff will provide technical assistance and guidance to the residents, property owners, local organizations, partners, and descendants as they begin to plan a variety of projects that will protect and preserve the Nicodemus community.
Existing Interpretive Programs and Services

Nicodemus National Historic Site is a developing park, both physically and in terms of its interpretive opportunities. For example, four of the five historic buildings cited in the park’s legislation have very limited or no associated interpretive services.
A temporary visitor center, located in the historic Township Hall, provides basic information and brochures about the park. A small Western National Parks Association bookstore, exhibits and a video viewing area are available in the visitor center. Everyone who comes to the visitor center is offered a 15- to 30- minute orientation talk on the history of Nicodemus. Interpretive programs are offered on an as-requested basis with special programs and guided tours offered to groups by reservation only. Two interpretive staff members share daily, year-round staffing responsibilities. The park is closed on January 1, Thanksgiving Day and December 25. 
As of January 2009, interpretive media at Nicodemus National Historic Site consists of three five-minute television video excerpts, two exhibit cases, a museum exhibit made up of ten free-standing panels, a park brochure, a self-guided walking tour brochure, and a junior ranger program. 
The video excerpts are dated (1990’s) and the visitor center exhibits have a few illustrations that have been labeled offensive and/or inaccurate by the local residents, outside historians, and critics. A Traveler’s Information System (TIS) radio system stopped functioning in 2008. These services do not adequately reflect the complex stories of the site. They do not interpret current or past hardships and do not capture a complete chronology of the town’s history.
While the park does offer schools an orientation program through the distance learning system, local schools do not appear to strongly incorporate the history of Nicodemus into their curriculum. Currently the Nicodemus Flour Co-op/Kansas Black Farmers Association and The Nicodemus Group present education programs, study tours, and teacher in-service training. Archeological field schools have been conducted in partnership with Washburn University, Kansas State Historical Society, and Nicodemus Historical Society. 

Major community events with ties to the history of Nicodemus are the annual Homecoming/Emancipation Celebration and the Christmas tree trimming party. These events are organized by members of the community. The Nicodemus Historical Society sponsors history programs and special events including the annual Pioneer Day celebration. The Nicodemus Livery Company has also sponsored special events including the “African-American Cowboy Round-up”.
Next Steps

In March 2009 a two-day workshop will be held at Nicodemus National Historic Site to brainstorm the mix of interpretive programs, services and facilities that are necessary to communicate the park’s stories and share them effectively with visitors. The plan will not focus exclusively on specific "NPS" provided services rather it will include current and potential park partners. We must look holistically at Nicodemus to identify what interpretive services we as a community envision being able to provide visitors. 
Descendants, friends, park partners, local community members, and National Park Service staff will all work together to draft the actions and recommendations section of the LRIP. Two primary questions will be addressed during the workshop:

How are the stories of Nicodemus currently being told or shared? 

How can we best tell the stories of Nicodemus to future generations? 
Participants will have three different ways to be involved in the process. They can attend the workshop, participate in an evening online open house, or e-mail their thoughts and ideas directly to the park superintendent. 

After the actions and recommendations have been identified, an implementation strategy will be developed. This strategy will specify who will carry out the recommendations and the timeline for each recommendation to be implemented. The LRIP is an implementation plan so the goals must be specific and realistic. 
The Long-Range Interpretive Plan will then be printed and made available to all interested parties. 
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