
Southwestern National Parks 
Safety Guide 

What To Bring: 

*Items differ largely depending on milage and number of days hiking. See section below 
for a more accurate list detailing what to include when preparing your pack. 
1. A map of the area 
2. A compass (or previously downloaded cellphone app) 
3. A headlamp 
4. Extra food 
5. A pocketknife  
6. Matches in a waterproof case 
7. DEET bugspray  
8. A first aid kit 
9. Sunglasses and sunscreen 
10. Extra clothing, including rain gear 

What To Wear: 

*Below are general guidelines for hiking in High Desert areas, please refer to our Gear 
Guide for our favorite gear picks and recommended brands. 

• Dry fit tee or tank 
• Dry fit shorts, leggings, or lightweight pants 
• Dry fit undergarments 
• Hiking boots (ankle height recommended for extra protection from snakes) 
• Shin high hiking socks (thick/wool during colder months)  
• Lightweight fleece (during cold months) 
• Rain jacket or waterproof shell 
• Baseball cap/sunglasses/sunscreen  
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Helpful Tips:  

• If you want to camp at your park of choice - whether in the backcountry or at a 
designated campground- go online or call in advance to secure your spot and 
understand arrival procedures.  

Reservations for Big Bend National Park: 
• Reservations for camping and lodging are highly recommended during the busy season- 

Nov. through Apr., and especially during peak visitation season- Thanksgiving week, 
winter holiday season, and spring break. 

• To make reservations in Big Bend National Park, call (432) 477-1121or go online to 
https://www.nps.gov/bibe/planyourvisit/permitsandreservations.htm. 

Permits for Big Bend National Park: 
• A camping permit is required and and may be obtained in person in the visitor center up 

to 24 hours in advance of the trip.  
• Permits authorize camping only at designated sites in the Chisos Mountains or at 

designated backcountry roadside campsites. 
• Permits cost $12 for overnight use and may be written for up to 14 consecutive nights. 
• For visitor center locations and hours, go to https://www.nps.gov/bibe/planyourvisit/

visitorcenters.htm. 
• Park entrances are always open, but entrance fee stations and visitor centers may be 

closed before you arrive. At other SW National Parks, be sure to check in and follow 
any other mandatory procedures. 

Other important tips: 
• No pets are allowed in Big Bend NP. The closest kennel service is Red Woof Inn in 

Alpine: (432)-837-7475.  
• Pets are typically not allowed on trails or in the backcountry of any SW National Parks.    

(As a rule of thumb, pets are only allowed in areas accessible by vehicles including 
roadsides, parking areas, picnic areas and campgrounds, but to be sure checkout the 
rules of the park you’re planning on visiting). 

• Be aware of burn restrictions during hot and dry parts of the year before creating camp 
fires. 

• Be sure to inspect your shoes, sleeping bags, or bedding for scorpions, snakes, and 
spiders. 

• Keep a clean camp ground and don’t leave food along the trails to avoid attracting 
bears and other animals to areas frequented by humans.  

• Give yourself about an hour prior to sunset to set up camp. 
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• Develop an emergency plan before you start your trip. Make sure everyone knows what 
to do if they become lost or a medical emergency arises. 

• If bitten by a snake, stay seated and in one position. Send someone else to alert 
authorities. Do not make any movements and try to keep your hear rate down. Venom 
spreads through the bloodstream quickly with movement, and you can survive hours if 
you focus on localizing the venom.  

• High Desert areas can get very windy quickly; be aware of this while driving and picking 
a spot to set up camp.  

• Ensure your vehicle is equipped with spare tire and tools to change your spare tire prior 
to embarking on your journey.  

• Make sure you have extra water and gasoline in your car in case of an emergency.  

Top 3 Common Mistakes: 

Treating a cell phone as a lifeline.  
•Never assume there is good cell service in your national park. When preparing for your 

trip, think of your phone a last resort during emergency situations and plan accordingly.  
•For the best reception, head to high ground and hold the phone away from your body. If 

you get a signal, return to the same spot for emergency calls; your phone will remember 
the tower locations. 

Not telling anyone where you’re going and when you’ll return. 
•Always tell at least one person where you’re going, your estimated time of departure, 

any relevant medical conditions, your final destination and expected time of return.  
•Agree on a procedure for contacting the authorities if you do not report-in by a certain 

time..especially if you’re alone.  

Not bringing extra water. 
•An obvious essential, however easy to undershoot when packing for a strenuous day 

hike. A number of things can go wrong on the trail, no matter how much preparation you 
put in, so bring enough water to sustain you for a few extra miles just incase. 

•The general rule for how much water to bring when hiking is 2 cups (1 liter) per hour 
hiking. It’s also useful to note that you should avoid chugging if you can as it will pass 
through you more quickly. 
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What To Lookout For: 

Mountain Lions: 
Mountain lions (also known as cougars) usually do not like confrontation. If you see one, 
give it plenty of space so it can get away. Never approach cougar kittens. Leave the area 
immediately. 
  -Do not run or turn your back from a mountain lion.  
  -Quickly pick up and hold small children. 
  -Stand in a group with our hiking companions.  
  -If the lion moves towards you, wave your arms and make loud noises. Make yourself look 
large, intimidating, and in control: stand up tall, waive your arms, yell, and throw things. 
  -If attacked, fight back aggressively and stay standing. Hit as hard as possible especially 
to the head, use a stick or rock as a weapon, throw dirt in the eyes. Protect your head and 
neck. 
  -Mountain Lions’ prey are earth-toned animals like deer, and if you’re wearing a bright 
shirt or jacket, this will clue the lion into the fact that you’re not a deer. 

Rattle Snakes: 
Forty percent of Rattle Snake bites happen to people who are playing with or handling 
snakes, and forty percent of people bitten by rattlesnakes have a blood alcohol content of .
10 or higher. So, for the most part, leave rattlesnakes alone and you’ll be fine. However, if 
you do encounter them, remember these few rules:  
  -Avoid brushy trails or trails where foliage covers the trail in spots where you can’t see 
your feet. 
  -If you see a rattlesnake and you’re too close to avoid it completely, freeze and move 
back slowly. 
  -If the snake feels threatened, it may coil up, shake its rattle, and as a last resort: strike.  
  -If you don’t see the snake but hear a rattle, make sure you know where the rattling sound 
is coming from before you dart away- or you may step right on the snake.  
  -If bitten, stay clam and sit still while someone else gets help, if you move it increases 
blood flow which spreads the venom through bloodstream. Have a friend get you to the 
hospital immediately, as there is no other effective treatment other than anti-venom at the 
hospital.  
   

�4



Scorpions: 
Scorpions are most commonly found in the South Western United States, specifically in 
Arizona. And although they seem ominous, they aren’t out to get you. Unless you’re 
walking around with bare feet, you should be able to avoid them. 
-When camping or hiking in the desert, don’t walk around with bare feet. 
-Zip your tent closed every time you go in and out of it 
-Check your shoes before putting them on (yes, even in the middle of the night when you 
get up to go pee) 
-If you get stung by a scorpion, it will hurt, but it won’t kill you. 
-Symptoms of a scorpion bite can include: tingling and/or burning, numbness, difficulty 
swallowing, difficulty breathing, blurry vision, seizures, and, in rare cases, pancreatitis. 
-If stung, clean the wound and do not take ibuprofen (Advil) or aspirin for the pain as they 
can make the venom spread more quickly; instead take acetaminophen (Tylenol) and apply 
a cold compress (but not ice) to the bite.    

Black Bears:  
Although Black bear attacks are extremely rare in the United States, a bear's response to 
your presence depends heavily on how you respond to the bear’s. 
  -Back away from a nearby bear slowly, even if it appears unconcerned with your 
presence. 
  -Do not approach bear cubs. An adult may be nearby to protect and defend the cubs. 
  -If charged by a bear, act aggressively, shouting and throwing rocks or sticks. 
  -If the bear stops, slowly back away while continuing to make noise, keeping the bear in  
view while leaving the area. 
  -Bear spray is commonly sold at outdoor outfitters and can be useful with a close 
encounter with a bear (aim directly in its face), however if this tactic fails to slow down the 
bear, get into a ball, protecting your head and neck with your arms. 

Coyotes: 
Although coyotes are commonly seen (over 100 sightings per year) in Big Bend National 
Park, they pose no imminent threat to humans.  
-If you encounter a coyote that’s just passing through, they usually won’t focus on you as 
prey; so be quiet and stay calm. Secure small children and pets and ensure there are no 
likely food attractants. 
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-If a coyote does begin to charge at you, waive your arms, clap, bang pots and pans, and 
shout in a loud authoritative voice. 
-Be as big and as loud as possible. Don’t run away or turn your back. 
-Throw small stones, sticks, or anything else you can lay your hands on. However, 
remember the intent is to scare and not to injure.  
-Note where and when you have an encounter with a coyote. Coyotes often follow routines 
and it is not uncommon to see your furry friend again.  

 
To checkout any alerts in effect that may be in your National Park,  

go to https://www.nps.gov/bibe/planyourvisit/maps.htm before you leave.
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