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Filming, Still Photography, and Audio Recording

The National Park Service conserves and protects areas of untold beauty, grandeur and historical importance for current and future generations. The tradition of capturing images of these special places started with explorers who traveled with paint and canvas or cameras. Sharing these images helped inspire the creation of national parks. Today, visitors to national parks continue to memorialize their visits through filming and photography.

On January 4, 2025, the EXPLORE Act was signed into law (Public Law 118-234) and has been codified at 54 U.S.C. 100905. Section 125 of the Act changed how the National Park Service will manage filming, photography, and audio recording in park areas.

Key elements of the new law include:

· In most cases, permits and fees are not required for filming, still photography, or audio recording that involves eight or fewer individuals.  The permit and fee exemptions for groups of eight or fewer individuals are not guaranteed.  In order to avoid permit and fee requirements, the filming, still photography, or audio recording must meet all of the following conditions:

· Occurs in areas open to the public;
· Uses hand-carried equipment only;
· Does not require exclusive use of a site;
· Does not adversely impact park resources, values, or other visitors; and
· Is not likely to result in additional administrative costs for the National Park Service.

· Permits and fees are never required for filming, still photography, or audio recording that is associated with an activity or event that has been authorized under a written instrument (e.g., permit or agreement), such as a wedding, sporting event, demonstration or other activity.

· All filming, still photography, and audio recording is treated the same under the new law. It does not matter whether it is commercial, non-commercial, for content creation, by a student, or conducted by media or for news gathering.

· When a filming, still photography, or audio recording permit is required, the National Park Service will charge location fees and fees to recover its costs to administer the permit, including application fees.

· Individuals and groups conducting filming, still photography, or audio recording remain subject to all other laws and regulations applicable to visitors to park areas, including those requiring permits for certain activities (e.g., special events or demonstrations) and those prohibiting disturbance or other negative impacts to natural or cultural resources.

· Individuals and groups conducting filming, still photography, or audio recording are subject to entrance and/or recreation fees that may apply in park areas even when a permit is not required. 
Please contact the park you are visiting for more information about filming, still photography, and audio recording in that park.

Q&A:

Who needs a permit for filming, still photography, or audio recording in parks?

You will need a permit if your group has nine or more people participating in the filming, still photography, or sound recording activity or if the activity does not meet all of the requirements listed below for a permit exception.  

· Public Access: Occurs in areas open to the public.
· Equipment: Use hand-carried equipment only.  (Does not involve a set or staging equipment other than handheld equipment, such as a tripod, monopod, or handheld lighting equipment); 
· Non-Exclusive Use: The activity does not require exclusive use of any site or area.    
· Visitor Experience & Resource Protection: The activity does not interfere with other visitors’ experiences or disturb natural, cultural, environmental, or scenic resources.   
· Park Costs: The activity is not likely to result in additional administrative costs for the National Park Service. 
· Incidental Activities: The filming or photography activity is merely incidental to or documenting an activity or event that is allowed or has been authorized in the park (e.g., wedding, sporting event, demonstration or other activity). 

If you believe that your filming, still photography, or audio recording activity may require a permit, please contact the park before you conduct your activity for more information. 

Who does not need a permit to film, take still photographs, or record audio in the park?

You will not need a permit for your filming, still photography, or audio recording activity if you meet all of the following conditions: 

· Group Size: Your group has eight or fewer people involved in the activity.
· Public Access: Occurs in areas open to the public.
· Equipment: Use hand-carried equipment only.  (Does not involve a set or staging equipment other than handheld equipment, such as a tripod, monopod, or handheld lighting equipment); 
· Non-Exclusive Use: The activity does not require exclusive use of any site or area.    
· Visitor Experience & Resource Protection: The activity does not interfere with other visitors’ experiences or disturb natural, cultural, environmental, or scenic resources.   
· Park Costs: The activity is not likely to result in additional administrative costs for the National Park Service. 
· Incidental Activities: The filming or photography activity is merely incidental to or documenting an activity or event that is allowed or has been authorized in the park (e.g., wedding, sporting event, demonstration or other activity). 

If you believe that your filming, still photography, or audio recording activity may require a permit, please contact the park before you conduct your activity for more information. 

I have a permit for an activity. Do I need another permit to film, photograph, or record audio?

No. A separate permit and fee payment is not required for filming, photography, or audio recording that is associated with a permitted event, such as a wedding, sporting event, demonstration or other activity. 

I’m a content creator, student, or with a news media organization, do I need a permit?

All filming, still photography, and audio recording is treated the same under the new law. It does not matter whether it is commercial, non-commercial, for content creation, by a student, or conducted by media or for news gathering.  

You do not need a permit if the activity involves eight or fewer individuals and meets all of the following conditions: 

· Group Size: Your group has eight or fewer people involved in the activity.
· Public Access: Occurs in areas open to the public.
· Equipment: Use hand-carried equipment only.  (Does not involve a set or staging equipment other than handheld equipment, such as a tripod, monopod, or handheld lighting equipment); 
· Non-Exclusive Use: The activity does not require exclusive use of any site or area.    
· Visitor Experience & Resource Protection: The activity does not interfere with other visitors’ experiences or disturb natural, cultural, environmental, or scenic resources.   
· Park Costs: The activity is not likely to result in additional administrative costs for the National Park Service. 
· Incidental Activities: The filming or photography activity is merely incidental to or documenting an activity or event that is allowed or has been authorized in the park (e.g., wedding, sporting event, demonstration or other activity). 

If you believe that your filming, still photography, or audio recording activity may require a permit, please contact the park before you conduct your activity for more information. 

What fees will I have to pay for a permit?

When a permit is required, the National Park Service will charge location fees and fees to recover its costs to administer the permit, including application fees.   

Even though I’m not required to get a permit, can I still request one?

Yes, you may request and the National Park Service may issue a permit even when one is not required.  

How do I apply for a permit?

Permit applications are available on the park’s website.  If you believe that your filming, still photography, or audio recording activity may require a permit, please contact the park you are visiting for more information. 

What about photography workshops?

If you are planning a photography workshop as a business, you may need a Commercial Use Authorization.  Contact the park for more information. 

Leave the drone at home:  The launching, landing, or operation of uncrewed aircraft is prohibited in Ozark National Scenic Riverways Uncrewed Aircraft in the National Parks (U.S. National Park Service).   

Applications:  If your filming or still photography activity does not meet the criteria stated above, a permit may be required.  Complete the Application for Special Use Permit Filming, Still Photography, and Audio Recording (Long Form).  Please review the Terms & Conditions below before submitting your permit application as they outline the specific requirements and restrictions on the permit.  Mail a completed and signed application form to: Ozark National Scenic Riverways, Attn: Special Park Uses Program Office, P. O. Box 490, Van Buren, Missouri 63965 or email your application to: peggy_tarrence@nps.gov.  A non-refundable application fee of $50.00 is required at the time of submission.  You will be provided with instructions on how to submit the non-refundable application fee, the status of the application and the necessary steps to secure your final permit.  You must allow sufficient time for the Park to process your request.  Applications are considered in the order they are received.  Allow 2 to 4 weeks (depending on project type and the volume of requests) to process an application and issue a permit.

Recently, we have implemented an online payment method through Pay.gov.  When we receive your application you will receive an email from notification@pay.gov. This email will give you the instructions necessary to access the invoice for your $50.00 non-refundable application fee. Once you have entered the access code, you will be prompted to answer the question, "What is the abbreviation of Ozark National Scenic Riverways?". The answer is 'ONSR'. After that, you may complete payment!

Cost Recovery:  As part of the permitting process, the National Park Service will charge location fees and fees to recover its costs to administer the permit.  These management and monitoring fees will be assessed to recover the actual costs incurred by all park divisions involved in support of the use and will be determined during the application approval process.  You will be informed of the amount of Cost Recovery fees due at the time a permit is issued to you with the request for your review and acceptance of the permit terms and conditions.  Once again, you will receive an email from notification@pay.gov with the amount due and the instructions necessary to access the invoice for your fee.  Fees will be due with the return of your signed permit prior to the commencement of your activity.  

Permits:  If your application is approved, a Special Use Permit will be prepared and sent to you for signature.  In addition to the permit General Terms and Conditions there are Park and Activity Specific Terms & Conditions for this specific activity.  Please review the permit and its terms and conditions carefully as they set out the permittee’s rights and obligations.  Sign the permit, signifying your acceptance, and return to our office.  After all fees have been received and upon final approval by the Superintendent, a signed copy of the permit will be sent to you.  Until a Special Use Permit is approved and issued, the requested date, time and location cannot be finalized.  The approved, signed permit copy must be in your possession at the time of the special event.

Locations:  A visit to the park is highly recommended prior to finalizing your plans in order to decide on a location.  Please indicate the specific location for the event on the application.  The Special Use Permit does not allow your event to restrict other park visitors from your chosen location nor does it guarantee you a specific site.  

Insurance:  Depending upon your activity request, proof of liability insurance naming the United States of America an additional insured may be required.  

Interviews & Filming with Employees: Interviews and on-camera appearances by employees may be available based on staff availability under the following conditions:

· The employee is selected and/or approved by the park's Public Affairs Office and is depicted performing their normal duties or serving as a subject matter expert. Do not reach out to staff directly.
· The employee’s appearance supports National Park Service goals and has a beneficial effect for the Service.
· The role is not scripted.  Employee’s may demonstrate aspects of their job but may not act or spend time on multiple takes.  Film crews are not permitted to shadow NPS employees on the job or place body cameras on staff.  NPS employees will not participate in reality-style productions.
· The employee is paid by the park as part of his or her regular working hours.  The permittee will reimburse the park for this cost.
· If the filming requires overtime or backfilling of positions, the National Park Service will be reimbursed for any such additional costs through the permitting process.

Park and Activity Specific Permit Terms & Conditions: In addition to the permit General Terms and Conditions there are Park and Activity Specific Terms and Conditions that apply based on the nature of your request.  To maintain park natural and cultural resources and quality visitor experiences the following restrictions and requirements are a continuation of the general terms and apply to Special Use Permits for special events:

19. Permittee is responsible for sharing the terms and conditions of this Special Use Permit with all participants and guests and accepts responsibility for monitoring compliance with this permit.

20. The permittee and participants will not disturb, adversely effect, alter, damage or remove any natural/cultural resources, archeological or historic artifacts.  Digging, scraping, chiseling or defacing natural features is prohibited.

21. Filming may take place only in areas open to the general public.  Access to the area must be kept open to the public and filming cannot interfere with normal visitor activity in any manner.  The park will not exclude nor allow permittee to exclude other park visitors from the site during the filming or during event setup/removal. 

22. Filming activities will not conflict unduly with the visitors' experiences in the park.  Visitors will be allowed to watch filming from an area identified by the Permittee and approved by the NPS.  

23. Wildlife will not be harassed, disturbed, manipulated, baited, fed, called with any wildlife-calling device or filmed by means of spotlighting (the use of artificial light).

24. Government equipment may not be loaned, rented, or diverted from normal use for purposes of filming.

25. Each day Permittee will remove all equipment, props, litter and debris from filming location(s), returning the site to its original condition within one hour after completion of filming.  All tracks and other visible signs resulting from filming activity will be eliminated upon completion of filming activities.   This will be done under the direction of the NPS.  Cleanup will be to NPS satisfaction with final inspection made by an NPS representative.  Permittee will provide for proper and immediate disposal of these items and all litter.

26. The use of firearms, including the discharging of blank ammunition and explosives, is prohibited.

27. Nudity is prohibited.

28. The use of unmanned aircraft systems (UAS), including all types of devices that meet this definition (e.g., drones, remote controlled aircraft, model airplanes, quadcopters, etc.) that are used for any purpose, including for recreation or commerce, is prohibited.  This includes launching, landing, or operating an unmanned aircraft from or on lands and waters within the boundaries of Ozark National Scenic Riverways 

29. Set up and placement of permitted filming support equipment on public walkways is prohibited.

30. Filming equipment and props cannot be dragged or driven off road or off trail.

31. Disrupting or stopping vehicle traffic is not allowed.

32. All traffic regulations must be obeyed.  Vehicles must remain on established roadways, roadside pullouts or parking areas.  Crews must always utilize established pullouts and parking areas while filming, loading and unloading crew and equipment.  Vehicle access on public unpaved roads may be restricted following rain or other conditions that may damage wet areas.

33. Structures, including arches, arbors, tents, shade structures, stages and portable pavilions may not be used or erected.

34. Buildings or other structures may be used as backdrop only.  Buildings cannot be embellished with lights or decorations, be used for attachments (such as banners or signs) or be incorporated into the scene as a stage.

35. Embellishing the area by erecting banners or signs, placing hanging lights, decorations or other objects in trees or vegetation is prohibited.  
36. Permittees may be authorized a maximum of two (2) hours prior to filming for event setup and two (2) hours at the conclusion of filming for event removal.

37. Electrical power will not be furnished, nor will generators be allowed.

38. The use of a portable, battery-operated microphone/speaker sound system is acceptable as long as they meet the standards listed in 36 CFR 2.12(a)(1) and do not interfere with the use of the area by other individuals.  No public address systems are allowed.

39. Permittee shall keep the grounds of the premises in a clean and neat condition and shall maintain all structures in good repair.  Upon termination of this permit, Permittee will be responsible for leaving any buildings and grounds completely free from any litter or abandoned personal property.  Failure to comply may result in additional Cost Recovery fees.

40. Permittee agrees to allow for reasonable access by the National Park Service to the structures and grounds for the purpose of safety, health, or other related inspections.

41. Permittee may not collect admission fees or any other monies associated with the event on Park Premises.

42. Ozark National Scenic Riverways retains the right to close any trail, river section or other areas during emergencies, government shutdowns or park closures, floods, rainfall events exceeding 2 inches in a 24-hour period or other unforeseen situations.

43. No employee of the NPS may work for the permittee in any capacity whatsoever while in uniform or if directly involved in the supervision of the Permittee.  NPS employees may not perform or appear to perform official duties for purposes of filming unless such performances have been approved by the NPS.  NPS employees may not read/perform/scripted materials.  No personal gratuity of any nature will be offered to any employee of the Government in connection with the exercise of the privilege granted.

44. Violation of the terms and conditions of the permit may result in the immediate revocation of the permit or denial of future permits.

Other stipulations may be added depending on the specific nature of your request.  In addition to the specific terms and conditions articulated in the permit, all other Federal laws and regulations apply.

If you have any questions about the application process or your permit, please contact Peggy Tarrence at peggy_tarrence@nps.gov or (573) 323-4864.
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