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Purpose and Audience for this Guide
This Guide was developed to help scientists understand how to seek approval to conduct scientific activities in congressionally designated wilderness managed by the USDA Forest Service. While this framework was developed for USDA Forest Service use, the concepts and wording in this framework are applicable to all four wilderness administering agencies. This Guide is intended for all scientists, whether from universities or any other organization, and all Federal and State agencies, including Forest Service resource specialists. While use of this Guide is optional, it will 1) help foster direct and better communication between scientists and wilderness managers; 2) help scientists understand the unique legal requirements of working in wilderness and how their proposals will be evaluated; and 3) improve transparency, consistency, and efficiency across the Forest Service in evaluating proposals for conducting scientific activities in wilderness and documenting the resulting evaluations.

Scientific activities are defined as any activity related to the collecting of data or information for any purpose, including inventory, monitoring, research, or management, whether by federal or state agencies, universities, or other public or private entity.

All scientific activities in designated wilderness require approval of a proposal or study plan describing the purpose, logistics, activities, and the potential benefits and impacts of the proposed work. This Guide provides the information needed to develop such a proposal. The first two pages of this Guide summarize what scientists need to know to seek approval to conduct scientific activities in designated wilderness, and the appendices provide detail that may be of use in developing a proposal.

Science in Wilderness
Science is vital for understanding past, current, and potential future conditions in wilderness, as well as the individual and societal benefits derived from wilderness. Science may, for example, provide data to improve wilderness stewardship, expand our understanding of how natural landscapes function, or explain the therapeutic benefits of these areas to individuals and the role wilderness plays in providing a variety of ecological services to our society. Wilderness also plays an increasingly important role in our increasingly developed and modified world because it may be the best, and sometimes only place certain types of science and monitoring can be conducted. 

The Wilderness Act states that designated wilderness “shall be devoted to the public purposes of recreational, scenic, scientific, educational, conservation, and historical use,” and the Forest Service supports these uses to the extent they are consistent with preserving wilderness character. Not all science activities are appropriate in designated wilderness because of the unique legal requirement to preserve the area’s “wilderness character.” For example, use of motor vehicles to carry people or equipment, use of motorized equipment such as drills or pumps, or use of structures and installations for monitoring equipment, are all prohibited under section 4c of the Wilderness Act that would trigger additional evaluation. Such prohibited uses may be approved but only when determined to be the “minimum necessary,” a decision that typically requires a nuanced understanding of these legal requirements and restrictions, as well as weighing the potential benefits of the project against the potential impacts of the prohibited activities on the area’s wilderness character.

Steps to Develop and Submit a Scientific Proposal
To ensure timely evaluation of the proposal, the project proponent, whether from outside or inside the Forest Service, should follow these steps. Where appropriate, each step also references an appendix in this Guide for more detailed information.
1. Determine if the proposed activities occur within designated wilderness. Online mapping resources such as https://wilderness.net/visit-wilderness/maps.php may be consulted to determine if the proposed project occurs within designated wilderness and which agency administers the area. 

2. Understand the unique requirements for conducting scientific activities in wilderness. There are specific legal requirements for all activities allowed inside designated wilderness, including preserving the area’s wilderness character (see Appendix A) and meeting the minimum necessary requirement (see Appendix B). Proposals for scientific activities in wilderness will be evaluated by Forest Service staff to determine whether they preserve or degrade wilderness character, and whether the proposed activities are the minimum necessary. In addition to these legal requirements, there may be other administrative standards and guidelines in individual Forest Land Management Plans that affect the approval of scientific activities in wilderness. 

3. Talk with the wilderness manager(s) where the proposed scientific activities would be conducted. The Principal Investigator should communicate as soon as possible with the local wilderness manager to 1) determine if there are any potential concerns with the location, timing, logistics, activities, or any other aspect of the work (see Appendix C); and 2) understand agency procedural requirements for submitting a proposal for approval. Do not wait to contact the wilderness manager until funding is secured, or the season of work is about to begin! Use these conversations and the resources in this Guide to develop a proposal that explicitly addresses any potential concerns. Note that: 1) it may take a considerable amount of time to evaluate complex proposals, such as those that degrade wilderness character, those that include activities prohibited under Section 4c of the Wilderness Act, or those that require an interdisciplinary evaluation team; 2) proposals from outside the Forest Service may also require a Special Use Permit (see Appendix D) before being evaluated by the agency wilderness staff; 3) if warranted by the proposal, additional review and evaluation to comply with the National Environmental Policy Act may also be required; and 4) some wildernesses are co-managed by more than one National Forest or another federal agency (e.g., BLM) and in these cases the Principal Investigator will need to discuss the proposed project with all of the co-managing offices because each may have different concerns and use different approval processes.

4. Develop a proposal with sufficient detail to allow Forest Service staff to fully evaluate the purpose, logistics, activities, and potential benefits and impacts of the proposed work. Forest Service staff may use the wilderness-specific evaluation process in this Guide (see Appendix E). Scientists are encouraged to address each of the elements of this evaluation process in their proposal.

5. Submit the proposal. Be sure to closely follow the specific submittal requirements of the local administrative office. In general, try to submit the proposal a year, but at least 6 months, before the intended field season or start date.
APPENDIX A:   Wilderness and Wilderness Character
Federally designated wilderness is protected under the Wilderness Act of 1964 and subsequent wilderness laws (https://wilderness.net/learn-about-wilderness/key-laws/wilderness-act/default.php) “to secure for the American people of present and future generations the benefits of an enduring resource of wilderness” and these areas “shall be administered for the use and enjoyment of the American people in such manner as will leave them unimpaired for future use and enjoyment as wilderness, and so as to provide for the protection of these areas, the preservation of their wilderness character, and for the gathering and dissemination of information regarding their use and enjoyment as wilderness.” From the Wilderness Act the primary legal mandate to the administering federal agencies is to preserve the area’s wilderness character (https://wilderness.net/practitioners/toolboxes/wilderness-character/default.php). The Wilderness Act also states that designated wilderness “shall be devoted to the public purposes of recreational, scenic, scientific, educational, conservation, and historical use,” and the Forest Service supports these uses to the extent they are consistent with preserving wilderness character.

The Forest Service has promulgated regulations (36 CFR 261.18, 261.57, and 293) and national policy (FSM 2320) to direct wilderness stewardship and to ensure we preserve wilderness character. Portions of these regulations and policies could apply to an individual proposal. For example, section 2323.37 addresses wildlife and fish research activities (see also FSM 2320.2, 2320.3 and 2324.4). Also, it is important to look at other applicable administrative standards and guidelines in individual Forest Land Management Plans that affect the approval of scientific activities in wilderness.

Another consideration is that lands now designated as wilderness are the homelands of indigenous people, many of whom maintain a deep connection to these lands and waters and the critical resources that sustain their ways of life. This fact, beyond the tenets of the Wilderness Act, add depth and meaning to the importance and value of these special places. Indigenous people’s deep connection to wilderness lands must be respected when scientific activities are proposed and conducted.

The cumulative impact from a wide range of activities, each of which has a relatively small impact but when added together result in the degradation of wilderness character, may be used by the Forest Service in evaluating proposed scientific activities. For example, several science activities occurring in the same area at the same time, or an accumulation over time of study sites from different science projects in an area, or management actions such as trail work or campsite restoration, or administrative limitations on the number of people in a specific area, all may cumulatively contribute to the degradation of wilderness character and affect the evaluation of a proposed scientific activity.



APPENDIX B:  The Minimum Necessary Requirement in Wilderness
While science that informs wilderness stewardship and preserves wilderness character is encouraged, and science that doesn’t degrade wilderness character is supported, certain activities are prohibited in wilderness under section 4c of the Wilderness Act: 
· Permanent roads and commercial enterprise
· Use of motor vehicles, motorized equipment, or motorboats
· Landing of aircraft and other forms of mechanical transport
· Temporary or permanent structures or installations
· Temporary roads
This section of the Wilderness Act, however, states that other than permanent roads and commercial enterprise, such activities and uses are prohibited “…except as necessary to meet minimum requirements for the administration of the area for the purpose of this Act.” The Forest Service and the three other wilderness managing agencies use a 2-step process via a Minimum Requirements Analysis Framework (MRAF) to determine whether a normally prohibited activity may be allowed. The MRAF could be used to evaluate proposed scientific activities that don’t involve a prohibited use but still have the potential to degrade wilderness character.

The two steps of the MRAF are:
Step 1, Determine if administrative action is necessary
This step determines whether action is necessary in wilderness to administer the area for the purposes of the Wilderness Act.

Step 2, Determine the minimum activity
If the proposed project is  necessary under Step 1, then Step 2 determines whether the  methods, techniques, activities, and tools will have the minimum necessary impact on wilderness character. 

The MRAF, if needed, is conducted by Forest Service staff in close coordination with the researcher to ensure that the goals of the proposed project are not compromised while striving to determine the appropriate minimum activities. In conducting the MRAF, the term “minimum” is generally defined as an impact no greater than that from an average recreational trip in the same location and season, and convenience and efficiency are given less weight than other considerations. A tool was developed, Identify Science Activities of Concern, to help scientists quickly identify if common scientific activities might raise a concern under the MRAF. The MRAF documents the activities considered and selected, or wilderness stewardship or preserving wilderness character, and the potential impacts to wilderness character. When needed, the MRAF is a key part of the process in evaluating proposed science projects, as well as documenting the decision allowing or declining a permit for the project.



APPENDIX C:  Recommendations for Communicating with Forest Service Staff
Talking with the wilderness manager far ahead of the proposed start date is the single best way to ensure timely and fair evaluation of a scientific proposal. The following list of things to do, and not do, is offered to facilitate this communication.

DO:
· Contact the wilderness manager(s) early during project development to discuss the goals, sampling design, location, timing, logistics, access, number of people, type of equipment, type of work, placement of site markers or other monumentation, survey methods, and all other aspects of the proposed project. This discussion should center on how to eliminate or minimize impacts to wilderness character and using the minimum necessary, while still accomplishing the scientific objectives. Experience has shown that talking early in proposal development ultimately saves both the scientist and agency staff significant time and frequently leads to better science, in part, because the manager’s local knowledge can help inform the project design and logistics.
· Review available information about previous studies in the wilderness and surrounding area. If the proposed investigation is similar to earlier studies, help managers understand how the proposed project is different and why it is valuable. If there are current or ongoing studies that are similar to proposed project, discuss whether there is an opportunity to collaborate.
· Ask managers about local administrative and permitting requirements, timing requirements, or other local conditions to be aware of or sensitive to. Scientists should be aware that additional clearances or permits may be needed.
· Ask managers how to present and share results with Forest Service staff and the public once the study has concluded. Information gathered during the project may inform management and be of general interest to the public.  
· Ask managers how they would like to communicate about the project when science crews are entering the wilderness, where they will be working, and when they will be leaving the wilderness.
· Ask managers if they would like scientists to post a brief description of the project on a trailhead bulletin board or other location to inform visitors about where and why this work is being conducted.

DO NOT: 
· Assume that a proposal will be approved just because the project has already been funded, or funding is likely. Consider acquiring funding after a proposal has been approved by the Forest Service to assure that the funding can actually be used as intended.
· Assume that a proposal will be approved just because it has been accepted by another agency or office, or a similar proposal has been permitted in the past, or the proposal is based on scientific activities that have previously been conducted in the wilderness. Managers are constantly learning, and part of that learning may include taking a new approach to evaluating proposals for scientific activities that might differ from past evaluations.
· Assume that a proposal for scientific activities will be evaluated in the same way across different National Forests or even different Ranger Districts within a National Forest. Each National Forest and Ranger District may have different administrative direction, and each wilderness may have a unique legislative mandate, administrative requirements, and a different natural and social context. The result of these differences is that local staff may use different criteria, or weight similar criteria differently, when evaluating proposed scientific activities. This strongly reinforces the earlier recommendation that scientists contact local staff on each unit of interest as soon as possible when first developing a proposal for scientific activities in a wilderness.

APPENDIX D:  Special Use Permit
Proposals to conduct scientific activities from Forest Service scientists and resource specialists typically do not require a Special Use Permit (SUP), whereas proposals from outside the Forest Service, for example from another federal or state agency, a university, or other public or private entity, typically require a SUP. Each National Forest has different capacity and timelines for evaluating and approving SUPs, so it is vital for the project proponent to discuss with the wilderness manager as early as possible whether a SUP will be needed, SUP procedures, and how the SUP is coordinated with other approval processes such as those described in this Guide. Generally, a 2-step process is used to determine whether to authorize a SUP. First, the project proponent provides detailed project information that will be reviewed by Forest Service staff to determine if the proposal can then be formally processed as an application for a SUP. Second, if accepted as an application, Forest Service staff will evaluate the proposal and determine whether to issue an SUP or to deny the application. Environmental analysis under the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) is required prior to issuing an SUP. Importantly, prior approval and funding by a sponsoring organization does NOT guarantee approval or issuance of a SUP by the Forest Service.
APPENDIX E:  Flowchart for Evaluating Proposed Scientific Activities in Wilderness 
The flowchart and accompanying checklists on the following pages may be used by Forest Service staff to evaluate proposals for scientific activities. This flowchart is briefly described here to help scientists understand the multiplicity of factors considered in these evaluations, thereby helping scientists develop proposals that are more likely to be approved. Use of this flowchart, however, is not standardized across the Forest Service and local offices may or may not use this or similar evaluation processes. This flowchart was developed to foster a comprehensive, transparent, and consistent process for evaluating proposals for scientific activities in wilderness, and then documenting this evaluation. This flowchart is also intended to streamline the evaluation by identifying proposals that can be quickly approved because there are no prohibited activities and no or minimal impacts to wilderness character.

The checklists are not intended to score a proposal, nor are a certain number of check marks needed to move a project forward. Rather the steps and checklists are intended to help staff evaluate proposals and identify any red flags or other issues that need to be addressed before determining whether a project will be approved.

This flowchart is divided into three relatively distinct steps:
Step 1, Pre-evaluation content review, and check for potential red flags.
This first step verifies that the proposal contains all the information Forest Service staff will need to evaluate it. In addition, Forest Service staff will evaluate whether the proposal might trigger any red flags, i.e., situations that would likely cause significant delays in evaluating and approving the proposal, such as conflicts with policy. Checklists (found below the flow chart) provide details for both the content review and check for red flags. Following Step 1, the wilderness manager and other applicable agency staff may have additional questions or request clarification before moving to Step 2. 

Step 2, Evaluate why the project needs to occur within wilderness to meet its objectives, and if it requires 4c prohibited activities or would otherwise degrade wilderness character. 
This step first evaluates why the proposed project needs to be conducted inside wilderness to achieve its objectives, and then evaluates if the proposal includes or requires legally prohibited 4c activities or other activities that would degrade wilderness character. If the project needs to occur within wilderness to achieve its objectives and does not include 4c or degrading activities, the project would likely be approved at this point.

Step 3, Determine if the project meets the minimum necessary requirement. 
If the proposal includes 4c prohibited activities or other activities that degrade wilderness character, the project could still be justified and approved if 1) approval is largely beyond the discretion of local Forest Service staff, or 2) the potential benefits of the project largely outweigh its impacts. The first situation may occur when the proposed project is required by a special provision in wilderness law or to meet the rights and requirements of other federal laws, or it is deemed necessary for health and safety reasons. The second situation may occur when local Forest Service staff determine that the potential benefits of the project for preserving wilderness character, improving wilderness stewardship, or providing information of benefit for science, outweigh its impacts. If either of these two conditions are met, this third step evaluates the proposal under the Minimum Requirements Analysis Framework and evaluates whether the potential benefits of the proposed project outweigh its potential impacts. 





Flowchart for evaluating proposals for scientific activities in designated wilderness. Checklists and other details are provided for each lettered decision box.
 STEP 1
A. Does the proposal contain all elements needed for evaluation, and there are no red flags?
NO
Decline current proposal, document rationale, notify proponent of their options

Decline current proposal, document rationale, notify proponent of their options

B. Does the project need to occur within wilderness to meet its objectives?

NO
Approve current proposal, document rationale, notify proponent of next steps
C. Does the project include any 4c prohibited activities or that would degrade wilderness character?


NO

YES

STEP 2



YES






YES

STEP 3

D. Does the project fulfill special provisions in wilderness laws or the requirements of other federal laws, or address an urgent or important human health and safety concern?
OR
Does the project serve to preserve or enhance understanding of wilderness character, improve wilderness stewardship, or provide information that benefits science and society?







Decline current proposal, document rationale, notify proponent of their options

NO









YES


E. Evaluate with Minimum Requirements Analysis Framework (MRAF), and weigh benefits against impacts (B & I)
Proposal does not meet the Minimum Necessary Requirement and B & I, decline proposal, document rationale, notify proponent of their options

Proposal meets the Minimum Necessary Requirement and B & I, approve proposal, document rationale
Proposal could be modified to meet the Minimum Necessary Requirement and B & I, document rationale, notify proponent of their options











STEP 1, BOX A, Pre-evaluation Proposal Content Review Checklist

	Does the proposal clearly state all the information needed for evaluation?

	YES
	NO
	

	☐	☐	Purpose of the proposed scientific activities

	☐	☐	Why the scientific activities need to be conducted in wilderness

	☐	☐	Benefits of the proposed scientific activities to wilderness stewardship and/or science and society

	☐	☐	Qualifications of individuals proposing and conducting these activities

	☐	☐	Research and sampling design. Proposal must include:
· Specific location and timing of activities
· How and when field site(s) will be accessed
· Number of people involved in field work, training (wilderness specific and first aid) of field personnel, frequency and duration of field work, total number of personnel field days
· Type of work and equipment required
· Type of site markers or monumentation

	☐	☐	Sampling protocols. Consider if:
· Protocols are well designed and will accomplish stated objectives
· Protocols are based on peer reviewed science
· Protocols are from a national level program (e.g., Forest Service’s Forest Inventory and Analysis program) that adhere to clear and rigorous standards 
· Prior to agency review, proposal underwent rigorous scientific screening (e.g., from a funding source such as the National Science Foundation) or other well-established independent review process
· Agency resource specialists have validated merits of scientific approach

	☐	☐	Description of how the research and sampling design, and sampling protocols, are the minimum required to meet the scientific objectives

	☐	☐	Uncertainties in successfully completing research objectives are identified and discussed (e.g., funding for the duration of the research, potential problems and delays in establishing field sites and in data collection, uncertainty in deriving data of sufficient quality)

	☐	☐	A plan for communicating with management staff throughout duration of research, and disseminating research reports and/or products upon completion to the agency 



















STEP 1, BOX A (continued), Red Flags Checklist

	Do the proposed scientific activities potentially raise any red flags?

	YES
	NO
	

	☐	☐	The proposed activities may have a high potential for legal and/or policy conflict. Consider if:
· Proposal justification invokes applicable provisions of other laws and policies (e.g., Endangered Species Act, National Historic Preservation Act, Dam Safety Act, Clean Air Act, Archeological Protection Act) that may conflict with the Wilderness Act (or enabling legislation); and/or
· Activities may trigger involvement of local and/or national interest groups; and/or
· Activities may conflict with management plans or other adminstrative direction.

	☐	☐	The proposed activities may have a high potential for conflict of values or ethics. Consider if:
· Activities raise values and ethics conflict among stakeholders, such as: general wilderness values (e.g., differential prioritization of wilderness character qualities), site-specific wilderness values (e.g., restoring natural fire regimes versus reducing fire hazards in an adjacent wildland urban interface), and cultural and ecological values (e.g., traditional ecological knowledge versus scientific knowledge); and/or
· Managers have identified values and ethics triggers for local and/or national interest groups; and/or
· Activities present a clear ethical dilemma, and trigger clear need for broad stakeholder engagement. 

	☐	☐	The proposed activities may set a new precedent for activities conducted or allowed in wilderness. Consider if:
· Type, frequency, duration, intensity or spatial extent of impacts to any quality of wilderness character are significantly more than what has occurred either in this specific wilderness and/or in other wildernesses across the NWPS; and/or
· Activities set a new legal, policy or ethical precedent (either nationally or regionally).

	☐	☐	The proposed activities may create administrative, managerial, or logistical concerns. Consider if:
· Proposal would require significant administrative time and effort to evaluate; and/or
· Activities would require consulation with other agencies over listed species, or with tribes or historic preservation offices regarding cultural and heritage resources; and/or
· Activities would require collecting plants or other natural resources, handling or removing animals, or introducing plants or animals into the wilderness; and/or
· Activities would interfere with management operations; and/or
· Activities would pose timing or location problems, such as occurring in a sensitive area or time for particular species.

	☐	☐	The proposed activities may result in significant cumulative impacts. Consider if:
· Activities would cause permanent or long-term impacts that would cumulatively contribute to the degradation of one or more qualities of wilderness character; and/or
· Possible impacts of this project have been considered in conjunction with other administrative, visitor, commercial, and scientific uses occurring in overlapping geographic areas or time frames; and/or
· In light of above considerations, anticipated impacts of proposed scientific activities are unacceptable when viewed in the context of all the other impacts in the wilderness.  




STEP 2, BOX B, Wilderness Dependence Checklist

	Does the project need to occur within designated wilderness to meet its objectives? 

	YES
	NO
	

	☐	☐	The proposed activities need to occur inside wilderness to meet scientific objectives. Consider if:
· Conducting proposed research inside wilderness yields benefits to science that are unobtainable if research is conducted outside wilderness; and/or
· Conducting proposed research inside wilderness yields benefits to wilderness stewardship that are impossible to accomplish if research is conducted outside wilderness; and/or
· Proposed research addresses an urgent and important human health and safety concern that cannot be addressed outside of wilderness.





STEP 2, BOX C, Prohibited Activities and Impacts to Wilderness Character Checklist

	Does the project include any activities that would violate section 4c of the Wilderness Act or degrade wilderness character?

	YES
	NO
	

	☐	☐	The proposed activities are prohibited by the Wilderness Act section 4(c). Consider if the proposed activities include:
· Permanent or temporary roads
· Use of motor vehicles, motorized equipment, or motorboats
· Landing of aircraft
· Other forms of mechanical transport
· Temporary or permanent structures or installations

	☐	☐	The proposed activities will have an adverse impact on one or more of the following tangible qualities of wilderness character:
· Untrammeled
· Natural
· Undeveloped
· Solitude or primitive and unconfined type of recreation
· Other features of value 





STEP 3, BOX D, Legal Justification or Health and Safety Checklist

	Is the project necessary to fulfill legal obligations or for health and safety?

	YES
	NO
	

	☐	☐	The proposed activities fulfill a special provision in the enabling legislation for the wilderness where the project will be conducted.

	☐	☐	The proposed activities fulfill the rights or requirements of other (i.e., non-wilderness) federal legislation.

	☐	☐	The proposed activities will provide information important for human health and safety either inside or outside the wilderness.



STEP 3, BOX D (continued), Benefits to Wilderness or Science and Society Checklist

	Do the proposed benefits of the project outweigh its potential impacts?

	YES
	NO
	

	☐	☐	The proposed activities will provide information needed by the Forest Service to preserve one or more of the following tangible qualities of wilderness character:
· Untrammeled
· Natural
· Undeveloped
· Solitude or primitive and unconfined type of recreation
· Other features of value

	☐	☐	The proposed activities will provide information needed by the Forest Service to improve wilderness stewardship locally or nationally. Consider if the information will:
· Address an urgent, important, immediate, or future stewardship issue; and/or
· Address a local or national stewardship issue; and/or
· Allow effective management action

	☐	☐	The proposed activities will provide information that benefits science and society. Consider:
· If the information will be of benefit locally or nationally; and/or
· If the information will form a baseline that will be valuable over time; and/or
· If the information will be valuable to a broad range of people; and/or
· If the information will be valuable to a specific scientic field of study or a broad range of studies; and/or
· How important will the information be to the scientific field of study





STEP 3, BOX E, Minimum Requirements and Benefits & Impacts Evaluation
As described above, proposals that do not include 4c prohibited activities or that do not degrade wilderness character will not enter this final step 3. If a proposal includes a 4c prohibited activity or other activities that degrade wilderness character, then Forest Service staff will follow the Minimum Requirements Analysis Framework (MRAF) (https://wilderness.net/practitioners/minimum-requirements-analysis/) to determine the minimum necessary activity. Following this determination, staff will then evaluate whether the benefits of the minimum necessary activity outweigh its impacts to wilderness character.

There is no national standard analysis tool for evaluating benefits and impacts of science activities in wilderness. However, a tool for this purpose was developed by an interagency team, A framework to evaluate proposals for scientific activities in wilderness, and Forest Service staff may use this or other procedures to evaluate benefits and impacts. Forest Service staff will be in close communication with the Principal Investigator to discuss any concerns or alternatives that arise in the course of the MRAF and evaluating benefits and impacts.
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