
The Right to Risk in Wilderness



The Right to Risk in Wilderness

• Agencies are responsible for managing wilderness providing a 

diversity of recreation opportunities. 

• People vary in their motivations and that public agencies have an 

obligation to plan and manage for a variety of experiences.

• Interpretations of the Wilderness Act of 1964 have added that 

wilderness is a place where users are responsible for their own safety, 

where a physical and mental challenge to survive exists, and where 

self-reliance reign. Opportunities for a person to fulfill needs for 

adventure, challenge, and risk.



Issue

• Clash between increasing governmental regulations and search 

and rescue procedures prevented wilderness recreationists from 

exercising personal freedom and self-reliance which is currently 

manifested in current wilderness planning and management.

• The land, not a managing agency, provides the opportunities for 

risk and that "agency rescues are a after the fact decisions" 

which have no impact on the risk taken by wilderness users.



Problems

• Increasing Agency Control.

• The realization that rescue is available also has led to a 

degradation of the resource itself.

• We can climb quickly, descend quickly, and radio for help if we run 

into problems.

• Infringement on the Right to Risk in Wilderness.



Solution

• Establishment of a "No-Rescue" Policy or “No Rescue Zones” 

in Wilderness.

• Recreationist would retain total responsibility for their own 

safety—that is, would assume the full risk of participation.

• The agency would be responsible for providing basic 

information describing the area, informing users of the principal 

risks in the proposed outing, and informing them further that 

under no circumstances would outside assistance be available to 

anyone while in the area.



Implications
• Critics of the proposed no-rescue policy may point out 

certain legal and humanitarian concerns that would make its 

adoption" politically impossible.

• An individual who voluntarily engages in an activity with an 

appreciation of its inherent risks waives any legal right to 

recovery for losses. 

• Furthermore, the legal concepts of contributory negligence 

and assumption of risk have generally proven to be valid 

defenses.





Why do we Plan?

• Assumption is there is a problem to be solved.

• Because we are told to do so (Federal Law in all Protected 

Areas).

• To change the future.

• Provides a more holistic framework for evaluating existing and 

desired conditions.

• Mechanism for managers to provide not only technical 

expertise, but also interact collaboratively with affected publics 

to ensure support and implementation of actions to protect the 

natural resource values of protected areas is accomplished.



How is planning and management accomplished?

• Needs a framework to structure decisions.

• Many frameworks available (ie. ROS, LAC, VERP etc.).

• Consider different scales and examples.

• Think about strategies

• Competing goals: 

• Recreation vs. protection

• Access vs. opportunity

• Low use versus high use areas

• Concentrate versus disperse use



To be successful in protected area planning and 

management……

• A combination of both natural and social sciences are 

required to:

• Establish goals. 

• Set Objectives.

• Appropriate indicators, develop standards and associated 

protocols at a variety of scales.

• Monitor and report on the state of current to obtain the 

desired conditions.

DEPO Social/Experiential Indicators and Standards

Indicators Standards/Units of Measure

1. Visitor wait times at shuttle stops Visitors will not wait for buses at shuttle stops 

including Adventure Center 6, 9, and 10 more than 

X minutes, except X% (10-15%) of the time.

1. Visitor density Visitation will not exceed 23 People At One Time 

[PAOT] at Rainbow Falls first viewing platform 

and 26 PAOT at Devils Postpile viewing platform 

X% (10-15%) of the time. 



What are the Wilderness and/or 

Recreation Planning Frameworks?

• Planning Frameworks:

• What should they do?

• Which ones exist?

• What are the questions that drive them?

• What have they helped accomplish?



Wilderness and Recreation Planning Frameworks

• Carrying Capacity

• How many is too many?

• Recreation Opportunity Spectrum

• What settings exist and what should be provided?

• Limits of Acceptable Change

• How much change from natural conditions is acceptable?

• Sustainable Recreation

• ?????????????



What is Carrying Capacity?
• How many is too many before the ecosystem or social system 

collapses.

• Concept has it origins in range management related to how much 
livestock should be allowed on ranch lands.

• Currently the terminology in the ecological literature used is 
“resilience” – How resilient is the ecosystem to change? What 
are the upper level ecological and social indicators and their 
thresholds?



What is Carrying Capacity?

• At the time the carrying capacity concept was evolving, research 
and management implicitly assumed that use levels and impacts 
were related linearly. 

What was thought to occur

What actually occurs

Management Threshold



Carrying Capacity

• Biophysical carrying capacity is the maximum number of 
people that can use a given area without reducing that area’s 
ability to sustain use.

• Social carrying capacity is the maximum number of people 
that can use a given area for a specified period without 
reducing the level of satisfaction received by any of those 
persons on the area.



• Managerial carrying capacity is the maximum number of 

people that can be accommodated on a given area for a 

specified period and;

• not degrade the environment beyond a given level of 

acceptability, and 

• provide a given level of satisfaction for a given percentage 

of the users, as set by the recreation manager’s objectives 

for the area.





So what have we learned about Carry 

Capacity over 30+ years?

• Recreation carrying capacity continues to be perceived as 

playing a key role in the management and administration of 

public lands. 

• The search for a recreational carrying capacity becomes 

constrained because;

• Agencies want a number on the amount of visitors;

• Management objectives of many protected areas are so broad, vague and 

different;

• The objectives neither provide the specificity needed to provide clear 

direction for management nor to establish numerical carrying capacities.



• The use-impact problem has been 

inappropriately framed as a question, 

“How many is too many?” They are 

better framed as, “What are the 

acceptable conditions?” in terms of 

impact for a particular area. 

• If impact is an inevitable consequence of 

use, then the question must shift to what 

is acceptable. This is where the 

stakeholders or users are an important 

contribution as an aid to defining what is 

acceptable.



• Identifying and agreeing on objectives for an area is;

• A human activity requiring judgment, deliberation, and 

agreement

• Science plays an important role in helping agencies and 

stakeholders assess the consequences of alternative objectives.

• Carrying capacity requires specific objectives;

• but sometimes agencies are often reluctant to develop those 

objectives. Why?

• Still much debate about Carrying Capacity



Recreation Opportunity Spectrum 

System  (ROS)

• ROS is a framework for understanding the 

relationships and interactions between experiences and 

settings;

• The spectrum has been divided into six major classes 

for Forest Service Use: Primitive, Semi-Primitive Non-

Motorized, Semi-Primitive Motorized, Roaded Natural, 

Rural and Urban;









• Maintaining a broad spectrum of these classes is very 

important to provide visitors with choices;

• When considering opportunities for outdoor recreation, 

people must make choices about activities in which to 

engage, settings in which to recreate, and kinds of 

recreation experiences to seek;

• A recreational opportunity setting is the combination of 

physical/biological, social and managerial conditions that 

give value to a place.



• Thus an opportunity includes qualities provided by nature, 

qualities associated with recreational use, and conditions 

provided by management;

• By combining variations of these qualities and conditions, 

management can provide a variety of opportunities for 

recreationists.



• Recreation opportunity settings imply a choice for 

recreationists; people must be aware of the opportunities, 

and the opportunities must be comprised of conditions 

desired by recreationists;

• Thus, opportunities are a function of user preference and a 

product of management actions designed to provide desired 

settings and to make people aware of their existence.



Why is ROS an important Tool?

• Provides a mechanism to inventory existing 

opportunities;

• Analyze the effects of other resource activities;

• Estimate the consequences of management decisions on 

planned opportunities;

• Link visitor desires with recreation opportunities;

• Identify complementary roles of all recreation suppliers;

• Develop standards and guidelines for planned settings 

and monitoring activities;





• Physical Setting

• Social Setting

• Managerial Setting

Criteria to Evaluate Settings and Derive 

ROS Classes



SOCIAL SETTING CRITERIA
• Social Setting Criteria is used to further define ROS classes.  The 

criteria below should be mapped based on field observations and 

mapped features such as roads, buildings, and land use. 

• Primitive: Usually less than 6 parties per day encountered on  

trails and less than 3 parties visible at campsite.

• Semi-Primitive Non-Motorized:  Usually 6-15 parties per day

encountered on trails and 6 or less visible at campsites.

• Semi-Primitive Motorized: Low to moderate contact 

frequency. 

• Roaded Natural:  Frequency of contact is moderate to high on  

roads, low to moderate on trails and away from roads

• Rural and Urban:  Frequency of contact is moderate to high in 

developed  sites, on roads and trails and water surfaces. 



MANAGERIAL SETTING CRITERIA

• Primitive: On-site regimentation is low with controls primarily 
off site. Controls can be physical (such as barriers)  regulatory 
(such as permits).

• Semi-Primitive Non-Motorized:  On-site regimentation and 
controls present but subtle.

• Semi-Primitive Motorized: On-site regimentation and controls  
present but subtle.

• Roaded Natural:  On-site regimentation and controls are 
noticeable but harmonize with the natural environment.



Start here to summarize



What have we learned over the last Thirty Years 

from Implementing the ROS?

• ROS has been used to describe what conditions exist rather then 
prescribe what should be. 

• It suffers from the same problem with the social setting criteria 
with defining a magic number on encounter levels.

• Transferability of social setting criteria has been problematic 
between landscapes.

• Monitoring is not a component of ROS.

• No public engagement in the formal framework.



Limits of Acceptable Change (LAC)

• LAC acknowledges that human-induced change will occur.

• It addresses the management question of – “How much change 
from natural conditions is acceptable?”

• It takes the next step to determine how much change will be 
allowed to occur, where, and the actions needed to control it;

• The focus of LAC is to evaluate the boundaries of change and 
establish standards on how much change will be tolerated before 
the quality of the recreational opportunity offered in a ROS class 
is affected;



• LAC integrated with ROS can provide a methodology for 
estimating the amount of change required before altering the 
ROS classification.

• Moving from desired opportunity classes (ROS) to social, 
resource, and managerial indicators reflecting desired 
opportunities and standards which define the success rate at 
providing the desired recreational opportunities…. 

• And is considered to be a defensible strategy.

• It provides standards of acceptable conditions that can be 
defined or measured.



LAC -What is it?

• First, it focuses more on conditions of the experience or the 
resource to be maintained, rather than amount and type of use 
on area resources;

• Second, it recognizes that any use of an area causes some 
change or impact to the experience and the resource, and 
deciding on how much change is too much change is largely a 
value judgment;

• Third, it provides a framework for a defensible value 
judgment.



The LAC Process
• Step 1: Identify Area Issues and Concerns;

• Step 2: Define and Describe Opportunity Classes;

• Step 3: Select Indicators of Resource and Social Conditions;

• Step 4: Inventory Existing Resource and Social Conditions;

• Step 5: Specify Standards for Resource and Social Indicators for 
each Opportunity Class; 

• Step 6: Identify Alternative Opportunity Class Allocations 
Reflecting Area Issues and Concerns and Existing 
Resource and Social Conditions;

• Step 7: Identify Management Actions for Each Key Issue and 
Opportunity Class

• Step 8: Evaluate and Select a Preferred Alternative

• Step 9: Implement Actions and Monitor Conditions



• The LAC procedure provides an integrative framework that 

applies the principles, concepts and findings of the more 

traditional carrying capacity research;

• The LAC framework embodies and integrates both ecological 

and social carrying capacity, as well as the legislative and 

political influences that affect resource management decisions



Advantages of LAC over Traditional 

Carrying Capacity Models

• Involves public input at several points during the decision-making 
process;

• During identification of resource concerns and issues (step 1); 

• When identifying alternative recreation opportunity classes 
(step 6);

• When Evaluating Costs and Benefits of Management 
Alternatives (step 8). 



The LAC process recognizes the need for 

monitoring resource and social conditions.

• First, it tells the manager whether conditions on-site meet the 
desired resource and social conditions stated in the area 
standards;

• Second, it shows trends (improving or declining) in resource 
or experience conditions so managers can take appropriate 
actions to restore experience conditions;

• Third, monitoring provides the manager with important 
information on whether existing standards remain acceptable 
across time.
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