
Thinking Through Management Response to Heavy Use in Wilderness 
There is a variety of tools that can be utilized in response to heavy use of designated wilderness, but 
deciding which is the most appropriate management action and how to implement it can be challenging.  
Successful management actions need to be consistent with law and agency policy, science-based, and 
implementable with expected staffing/funding.  The Interagency Visitor Use Management Council 
provides an excellent set of resources to help recreation and wilderness managers think through 
managing visitor use to protect natural resources and wilderness character:  

• Visitor Use Management Framework: A Guide to Providing Sustainable Outdoor Recreation 
(2016) 

• Visitor Capacity Guidebook: Managing the Amounts and Types of Visitor Use to Achieve Desired 
Conditions (2019) 

• Sliding Scale Decision Support Tool 

A good starting point to understand the policy requirements for your area is the Land and Resource 
Management Plan (LRMP) for your Forest.  The companion guidance document (“Understanding the 
Forest Plan: Wilderness Standards, Guidelines, and Thresholds”) can help you better understand your 
LRMP and how it can provide the regulatory basis for various management actions to protect the 
wilderness resource and visitor experience.   

Consider education prior to other more restrictive policies if that will meet the need.  Partners, such as 
Leave No Trace and Recreate Responsibly, have developed a number of products to help educate the 
new wilderness visitor.  Examples of successful trailhead or wilderness ambassador programs are 
provided and can often be implemented by volunteers or partner organizations. However, it is 
important to remember that education is often not the only or best solution to problems associated 
with high use or problematic visitor behavior. 

If the issues related to heavy use cannot be addressed with education alone, special forest orders, 
limited entry quotas, restrictions on parking, or other regulatory restrictions or engineered solutions 
may be needed.  Actions that can occur outside of designated wilderness, such as limited parking, are 
preferred prior to restrictions within wilderness if they can achieve the desired condition.  It’s important 
to be aware that proposed actions to alleviate overcrowding at non-wilderness recreation sites, such as 
increasing parking capacity at trailheads, can have an unintended consequence of increased visitation to 
wilderness. 

Review the companion document, “Forest Service Special Orders and Emergency Closure Orders” if you 
are considering proposing a Forest Order.  Your local Law Enforcement Officer can also be a good 
resource in determining whether this is an implementable course of action to address resource or public 
safety concerns and how to best to execute the order in your Region. 

Be sure to discuss concerns and options with your line officer as you work through the process.  Be 
transparent with the public and make sure the rationale for action is clear and can be understood as 
necessary to protect the resource and/or public safety. 

 

 

https://visitorusemanagement.nps.gov/
https://lnt.org/
https://www.recreateresponsibly.org/
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