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Sierra and Sequoia Forest Plan Revision Update 
Wild and Scenic River Eligibility Studies 

The Sierra and Sequoia National Forests are 
finalizing their revised forest plans. To help prepare 
you for when we release the final plans and related 
documents later this year, we’re providing an 
update on the Wild and Scenic River Eligibility 
Studies. The final revised plans and related 
documents, when published, will provide more 
detail on this topic. 

The Eligibility Study Process 
In 1968, Congress created the National Wild and 
Scenic Rivers System to preserve free-flowing 
rivers with outstanding natural, cultural, and 
recreational values. Although designation of a wild 
and scenic river segment generally requires an act 
of Congress, national forests must “identify the 
eligibility of rivers for inclusion in the National 
Wild and Scenic Rivers System.” The 2012 
Planning Rule that outlines the process for revising 
national forest land management plans (“forest 
plans”) requires the plans to identify eligible rivers 
and "include components to provide for 
management of rivers found eligible “to protect the 
values that provide the basis for their suitability for 
inclusion in the system.” 
The studies completed as part of revising the Sierra 
and Sequoia forest plans, determine “eligibility” 
and “preliminarily classification.” These studies do 
not designate new wild and scenic rivers. 
Management of eligible rivers is different than 
designated rivers. For example, Comprehensive 
River Management Plans are not required for 
eligible rivers the way they are for designated 
rivers. More information is provided below about 
how eligible rivers are managed and impacts on 
current uses. 

The Wild and Scenic Rivers study process and 
detailed study results will be published as Appendix 
C to the Final Environmental Impact Statement for 
the Sierra and Sequoia forest plans.  
Eligibility findings are based on two factors: 

1) whether a river is free flowing; and 
2) whether it has at least one “outstandingly 

remarkable value”  
Eligibility findings and preliminary classification 
apply until an Act of Congress or a change in 
eligibility or suitability status from a future study.  
There are three required “eligibility” steps to the 
wild and scenic rivers study process and a fourth, 
optional, “suitability” step: 

 
Inventory: Identify all potential wild, scenic, and 
recreational rivers flowing wholly or partially on 
National Forest System lands as identified in the 
Nationwide Rivers Inventory and by other sources. 
At minimum, the inventory includes all rivers 
named on a standard U. S. Geological Survey 7.5 
minute quadrangle map 

1. Inventory

2. Eligibility Determination

3. Preliminary Classification

4. Optional: Suitability
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Eligibility determination: To be eligible, a river 
must be free-flowing and currently possess one or 
more “outstandingly remarkable values.” Thus, the 
eligibility analysis consists of an examination of the 
river’s hydrology, including any man-made 
alterations, and an inventory of its existing natural, 
cultural, and recreational resources. An 
outstandingly remarkable value must be river-
related and determined to be a unique, rare, or 
exemplary feature that is significant regionally or 
nationally.  
Preliminary Classification: Assign a preliminary 
classification of “wild,” “scenic,” or “recreational,” 
to each eligible river or river segment based on the 
current condition of the river segment and the 
development level of adjacent lands as they exist at 
the time of the study (see Frequently Asked 
Questions below for more details).  
We have followed this process closely, shared our 
progress regularly, and have benefitted from 
significant contributions from stakeholders, 
including multiple recreation user groups. 
Suitability was not completed as part of the current 
forest plan revision process.  

Addressing Stakeholder Input 
The Sierra and Sequoia National Forests released 
inventory, eligibility, and preliminary classification 
findings at multiple times throughout the plan 
revision process. We used input from the public, 
stakeholder groups, and local agencies to add 
segments to the inventory, inform “outstandingly 
remarkable value” (ORV) findings, and used 
information provided by those groups to help 
determine eligibility and preliminary classification. 
We also addressed stakeholder concerns by better 
describing the inventory and eligibility process and 
the effects of an eligibility determination. The 
Forests shared revised findings regularly, to ensure 
the public could see changes made and have a 
chance to provide input on those changes.  
We heard the following from Tribes, partners, other 
agencies, and the public on wild and scenic river 
eligibility:  

• Revised forest plans should have more or 
fewer eligible wild and scenic river segments.  

• Plan content for eligible wild and scenic river 
segments should be added, removed, or 
clarified.  

• Management changes due to wild and scenic 
river eligibility should be explained in terms 
of impacts on current uses.  

We worked to address these concerns in the revised 
forest plans by:  

• Correcting and updating information and 
study results in Sequoia and Sierra Land 
Management Plans Environmental Impact 
Statement Appendix C. Wild and Scenic River 
Study Process and adding or removing eligible 
segments accordingly, as well as changing 
ORVs, preliminary classification, and 
start/end points.  

o Sequoia NF: 351.9 miles eligible 
(updated from 328.3) 

o Sierra NF:146.3 miles eligible 
(updated from 48.2) 

• Improving clarity of plan content that applies 
to eligible wild and scenic river segments. 

• Clarifying impacts of wild and scenic river 
eligibility on current uses.  

Managing Eligible Rivers 
Management direction was clarified in the plans and 
will protect the values that provide the basis for a 
river’s inclusion in the National Wild and Scenic 
Rivers System.  
Any site-specific projects and activities on National 
Forest System lands within Forest Service-
identified eligible river corridors (one-quarter mile 
from the normal high-water mark on each side of 
the river segment) that a responsible official 
authorizes must be consistent with the “interim 
protection measures” in FSH 1909.12, Chapter 80, 
Section 84.3. This ensures the free-flowing 
character of eligible rivers, protects the identified 
ORVs, and maintains the preliminary classifications 
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until an Act of Congress or a change in eligibility or 
suitability status from a future study.  
In other words, the requirements are to protect the 
ORVs and maintain the condition of the river and 
the development level of adjacent lands that was 
present at the time of the study. In practice, this 
means that if a river segment has a geology or 
recreation ORV and a preliminary classification of 
wild, a project or activity will be designed and 
executed to protect the specific geology or 
recreation value identified for that segment in the 
eligibility study (see Environmental Impact 
Statement Appendix C for segment-specific ORVs) 
as well as maintain the wild classification.  
For example, consider a river segment has 
recreation ORVs related to the series of falls, slides, 
and pools that is popular for whitewater kayaking, a 
geology ORV related to diverse geologic 
bedrock/features and continuous granite pools, as 
well as a history ORV related to a bridge that is 
listed on the National Register of Historic Places, 
and its preliminary classification is scenic because 
there are roads and a campground. Protecting these 
ORVs and maintaining the preliminary 
classification would be relatively straight forward, 
not overly restrictive, already required in some 
cases (such as the historic bridge) and benefit a 
wide range of stakeholders.  
Plan direction regarding eligible wild and scenic 
rivers does not apply to lands outside of the national 
forests. Eligibility for wild and scenic designation is 
not a recommendation or a decision about the 
river’s status. It simply means that it meets the 
criteria of being free-flowing and possessing one or 
more ORV.  
Impacts on management of eligible river corridors 
would likely be negligible because they include a 
relatively small portion of the total rivers and area 
in the national forests and allow for some use and 
development within the corridors for river segments 
preliminarily classified as scenic or recreational—
and the river segments preliminary classified as 
wild are generally within the boundaries of 
designated wilderness or inventoried roadless areas. 

On the other hand, protecting the numerous and 
diverse ORVs stakeholders helped us identify will 
provide a wide range of benefits and ensure that 
these river segments remain eligible for inclusion in 
the National Wild and Scenic Rivers System. 

Next Steps 
The planning team is currently finalizing the revised 
forest plans and final Environmental Impact 
Statement for the Sequoia and Sierra National 
Forests. We expect to publish the final plans and 
final Environmental Impact Statement, including an 
updated Appendix C, this summer. The final revised 
plans, when published, will provide more detail 
about this topic and the management of other 
resources. 

For More Information 
For more information about the Sequoia and Sierra 
National Forests plan revision effort and to view 
additional project documents, please visit the Sierra 
Sequoia Plan Revision website or contact us by 
email at: SM.FS.r5reviseplan@usda.gov.  
Additional Wild and Scenic River Eligibility Study 
guidance can be found in the Forest Service 
Handbook 1909.12, Chapter 80, and the 1999 
Interagency Wild and Scenic Rivers Coordinating 
Council technical paper: The Wild and Scenic River 
Study Process. 

Frequently Asked Questions 
Wild and Scenic River Eligibility 
Is the Forest Service designating new wild and 
scenic rivers?  
No. Generally, designation of a wild and scenic 
river segment will require an Act of Congress. As 
part of revising the Sierra and Sequoia forest plans, 
we are required to evaluate rivers that may be 
eligible to include into the National Wild and 
Scenic Rivers System.  
What is the difference between “eligible,” 
“suitable,” “recommended,” and “designated,” 
wild and scenic rivers?  

https://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/r5/landmanagement/planning/?cid=stelprdb5444003
https://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/r5/landmanagement/planning/?cid=stelprdb5444003
mailto:SM.FS.r5reviseplan@usda.gov
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Eligible wild and scenic rivers have been through an 
eligibility study, are free flowing, and have one or 
more outstandingly remarkable values.  
Suitable wild and scenic rivers are eligible rivers 
that have also been through a suitability study but 
have not been recommended or designated.  
Recommended wild and scenic rivers are suitable 
rivers that have also been recommended by the 
President to Congress, but Congress has not yet 
acted.  
Generally, designation of wild and scenic rivers 
requires an Act of Congress. No rivers are being 
designated through forest plan revision.  
Is a “suitability” study being completed as part 
of forest plan revision?  
No. Suitability studies are not being completed as 
part of the current forest plan revision process but 
will be completed in a future separate process. 
Suitability studies address these questions:  

• Should the river’s free-flowing character, 
water quality, and outstandingly remarkable 
values be protected, or are one or more other 
uses important enough to warrant doing 
otherwise? 

• Will the river’s free-flowing character, water 
quality, and outstandingly remarkable values 
be protected through designation?  

• Will the benefits of designation exceed the 
benefits of non-designation?  

• Is designation the best method for protecting 
the river corridor?  

• Is there a demonstrated commitment to 
protect the river by any non-Federal entities 
that may be partially responsible for 
implementing protective management? 

What is the definition of “river” and what rivers 
were included in the studies?  
The Wild and Scenic Rivers Act (16 USC 1286 (a)) 
defines "river" as “a flowing body of water or 
estuary or a section, portion, or tributary thereof, 
including rivers, streams, creeks, runs, kills, rills, 
and small lakes.” WSR eligibility studies are 
required to include all rivers flowing wholly or 

partially on National Forest System lands as 
identified in the Nationwide Rivers Inventory and 
by other sources. At minimum, the inventory 
includes all rivers named on a standard U. S. 
Geological Survey 7.5 minute quadrangle map 
(FSH 1909.12, Chapter 80, Section 82.2).  
What is the definition of “free flowing?”  
To be eligible, a river must be “free-flowing,” as 
defined in the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act as 
follows: “Free flowing” as applied to any river or 
section of a river means existing or flowing in a 
natural condition without impoundment, diversion, 
straightening, riprapping, or other modification of 
the waterway. The existence, however, of low 
dams, diversion works, or other minor structures at 
the time any river is proposed for inclusion in the 
[National System] shall not automatically bar its 
consideration for such inclusion: Provided, that this 
shall not be construed to authorize, intend, or 
encourage future construction of such structures 
within components of the [National System]. 
(Section16(b)).  
What are “river-related values” and 
“outstandingly remarkable values?”  
The Forest Service handbook defines “river-related 
values” as resources that are located in the river or 
on its immediate shore lands (generally within ¼ 
mile on either side of the river), contribute 
substantially to the functioning of the river 
ecosystem, and/or owe their location or existence to 
the presence of the river. FSH 1909.12, Chapter 80, 
Section 82.73. To be identified as an “outstandingly 
remarkable value” or “ORV” a river-related value 
must be a unique, rare, or exemplary feature that is 
significant when compared with similar values from 
other rivers at a regional or national scale. Unique, 
rare, or exemplary features are those that are 
conspicuous examples of these values, among the 
best representatives of these features, within a 
region or the nation.  
Outstandingly remarkable values may include: 
scenery, recreation, geology, fish and wildlife 
populations and habitat, prehistory, history, or other 
river-related (i.e. paleontological or botanical).  
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What does “preliminary classification” mean?  
The third step in the eligibility study process is to 
assign a preliminary classification of “wild,” 
“scenic,” or “recreational,” to each eligible river or 
river segment. Classification is based on the 
condition of the river segment and the development 
level of adjacent lands as they exist at the time of 
the study. When levels of human use and activity 
create different degrees of development within the 
study area, rivers segments may be further divided 
into segments and assigned different classifications.  
A final classification will be assigned during the 
comprehensive river management planning process 
required by the Wild and Scenic River Act if the 
river is designated by Congress. The Act and 
interagency guidelines provide general descriptions 
of each classification in terms of water resources 
development, shoreline development, accessibility, 
and water quality:  
Wild: Free of impoundments. Generally 
inaccessible except by trail. Shorelines essentially 
primitive with little or no evidence of human 
activity. Meets, or exceeds water quality criteria.  
Scenic: Free of impoundments. Accessible in places 
by road. Shorelines largely primitive and 
undeveloped with no substantial evidence of human 
activities. No water quality criteria.  
Recreational: May have some impoundment or 
diversion, provided the waterway remains generally 
natural and riverine in appearance. Readily 
accessible by road or railroad. Shorelines may have 
some development and substantial evidence of 
human activity. No water quality criteria.  
See FSH 1909.12, Chapter 80, Section 82.8, Exhibit 
01: Classification Criteria for Wild, Scenic, and 
Recreational River Areas for more details. 
Classification of an eligible river must be 
maintained as inventoried unless a suitability study 
is completed that recommends management at a less 
restrictive classification (such as from wild to 
scenic or scenic to recreational).  

How are eligible wild and scenic rivers 
managed? How will uses and management 
change?  
Rivers that are eligible or suitable must have certain 
interim protection measures that apply until a 
decision is made on the future use of the river and 
adjacent lands through an Act of Congress or a 
determination that the river is not suitable. 
Generally, these interim measures ensure protection 
of “the values that provide the basis for their 
suitability for inclusion in the system” (36 CFR 
219.10).  
See FSH 1909.12, Chapter 80, Section 84.3 for the 
specific wording of interim protection measures. 
Typically, the free-flow, outstandingly remarkable 
values, water quality, and preliminary classification 
described in the eligibility studies reflect current 
existing conditions and are the result of existing 
uses and management. Therefore, major changes in 
uses and management are not expected due to 
eligibility. Over time, as conditions change, some 
management changes may be necessary, but 
generally only to maintain the free-flow, 
outstandingly remarkable values, water quality, and 
preliminary classification documented in the 
eligibility study.  
For example, if a river segment has a geology or 
recreation ORV and a preliminary classification of 
wild, a project or activity will be designed and 
executed to protect the specific geology or 
recreation value identified for that segment in the 
eligibility study, as well as maintain the wild 
classification. If recreation is the only outstandingly 
remarkable value for a segment with a preliminary 
classification of recreational, management would 
not change for other outstandingly remarkable 
values, such as fish population and habitat, and 
management would be consistent with/maintain the 
preliminary classification of recreational, not 
change it scenic or wild.  
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