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Sierra and Sequoia Forest Plan Revision Update 
Pacific Crest National Scenic Trail (PCT) 

The Sierra and Sequoia National Forests are finalizing their revised forest plans. To help prepare you for when 
we release the revised plans and related documents later this spring, we’re providing an overview of how the 
revised plans address the PCT. The revised plans, when published, will provide more detail on this topic.   

Background 
The Pacific Crest National Scenic Trail is one of 
11 congressionally designated national scenic 
trails. It is one of the longest at 2,650 miles, and 
wildest with over 54 % within designated 
wilderness. National scenic trails are designated 
by Congress under the National Trail Systems Act 
which requires that the Forest Service:  

“protect the nature and purpose of the trail 
and to provide for the conservation and 
enjoyment of the nationally significant scenic, 
historic, natural, and cultural qualities of the 
areas through which the trail passes.” 

Sierra and Sequoia Forest Plan 
Revision 
In the revised plans, management direction for the 
PCT will be provided in terms of both the:  

• Tread - approximately 24-inches wide; 
and  

• Management Area - area within 
boundaries that are up to one-half mile 
from the PCT’s centerline, where visibility 
is not obscured by terrain, such that the 
maximum distance between two 
boundaries is 1 mile, along a line 
perpendicular to the PCT. 

Changes to the Draft Plans   
The revised plans will reflect feedback received 
throughout the planning process, including 
comments on the 2019 draft plans.  

Figure 1 Example map from revised Sequoia forest plan showing approximate 
location of Pacific Crest National Scenic Trail Management Area in yellow. 

https://www.fs.usda.gov/pct/


We heard the following from Tribes, partners, other agencies, and the public on the PCT:   
• Concern that a PCT Management Area would restrict motorized use.  
• Concern that a PCT Management Area would conflict with the 1982 PCT Comprehensive Management 

Plan.   
• Concern that the PCT Management Area would not provide enough protection for the nature and 

purposes of the PCT.  
• Revised forest plans should clarify access, use, and management restrictions in the PCT Management 

Area.  
We worked to address these concerns by updating plan components to specify:   

• The PCT Management Area would not automatically prohibit motorized use.  
• No roads or trails would be opened or closed in this forest plan decision.  
• The PCT Management Area would prevent “substantial interference” with the nature and purposes of 

the PCT.  
• Travel management decisions:  

o are made at the project level, must be based on multiple factors, and must include public 
involvement;   

o are not based only on whether a route is located within or outside the PCT Management Area;  
o must consider the local circumstances which affect the impacts of motorized travel and affect 

management options;  
o may designate motorized routes within the PCT Management Area if travel management planning 

determines that motorized travel within the PCT Management Area would not occur on or along the 
PCT and motorized travel would not substantially interfere with the nature and purposes of the PCT; 
and  

o must include rationale for the specific selected locations of motorized routes/areas within the PCT 
Management Area and the widths of motorized route/area crossings of the PCT and must explain 
how routes/areas designated within the PCT Management Area are consistent with the prohibition of 
motorized travel on and along the PCT and the prohibition of motorized travel that would 
substantially interfere with its nature and purposes.  

o Whether a route is located within or outside the PCT Management Area would not be sufficient 
rationale, on its own, to justify a travel management decision.   

Additional Management Direction 
Additional direction applicable to National Forest management actions is provided in the Pacific Crest National 
Scenic Trail Comprehensive Management Plan and the National Trails System Act (NTSA).  
Specifically 16 U.S.C. 1246 (c) states that:  

“National scenic or national historic trails may contain campsites, shelters, and related-public-use 
facilities” and that “other uses along the trail, which will not substantially interfere with the nature and 
purposes of the trail, may be permitted” and “reasonable efforts shall be made to provide sufficient access 
opportunities to such trails and, to the extent practicable, efforts shall be made to avoid activities 
incompatible with the purposes for which such trails were established. The use of motorized vehicles by the 
general public along any national scenic trail shall be prohibited.” 
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Defining the PCT Management Area Boundaries 
The PCT Management Area includes the areas in the visual foreground. In general, not accounting for turns in 
trail, the maximum distance between two boundaries of the PCT Management Area is 1 mile, along a line 
perpendicular to the PCT.  
Maps of PCT Management Area boundaries in the revised plans, including the example provided above, are 
based on terrain, distance, and visibility, and are intended for illustrative purposes. To apply plan direction to 
specific projects and decisions, PCT Management Area boundaries would be determined by applying the 
narrative description of the PCT Management Area to site-specific analysis.  
The PCT Management Area:  

“includes the area in the visual foreground landscape zone encompassing resources, qualities, values, 
associated settings, and primary uses. The visual foreground landscape zone is the area that is visible from 
the trail’s centerline at a height of 5 feet above the ground, extending up to one-half mile of the centerline, 
where visibility is not obscured by terrain.”  

 
Relationship to Designated Wilderness 
Sierra National Forest: All 27 miles of the PCT are within designated wilderness.  
Sequoia National Forest: About 13 of the 47 miles of the PCT are outside designated wilderness:  

• Piute Mountains (9.2 miles) 
• Scodie Mountains (2.3 miles)  
• Kennedy Meadows (1.3 miles) 

Where the PCT is within designated wilderness, PCT Management Area plan components would complement, 
not replace wilderness management direction.  
In general, outside designated wilderness, PCT Management Area plan components respond to the local 
circumstances of the Piute Mountains, Scodie Mountains, and Kennedy Meadows areas and are less restrictive 
than designated wilderness. Outside designated wilderness, some sections of the PCT necessarily travel through 
modified areas, including utility corridors, highways, railroads, intensively managed farms and forests, or urban 
areas. These sections of the PCT are as short as necessary to allow for safe use.  

Figure 2 Diagram showing the foreground in relation to an observer and the surrounding scenery. The PCT Management Area includes the visual 
foreground, the area visible from the PCT centerline that is visible for up to one-half mile. 
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Motorized Travel with the PCT Management Area Outside Designated Wilderness 
The table below describes what would be allowed and prohibited related to motorized travel within the PCT 
Management Area outside designated wilderness. Some of the management direction comes directly from law 
and regulation. Notes in the table indicate the specific laws and regulations. Such management direction 
currently applies generally to the PCT and National Forests and does not depend on final approval of the revised 
forest plans or implementation of the PCT Management Area:  

Allowed 
Within the PCT Management Area 
Outside Designated Wilderness 

Prohibited 
Within the PCT Management Area 
Outside Designated Wilderness 

 Motorized travel on designated motorized 
routes and in designated motorized areas.  
  

 Motorized travel on the PCT tread year-round.1  
 Motorized travel along the PCT year-round.1  
 Motorized travel that substantially interferes 

with the nature and purposes of the PCT.1,2  
Note: These prohibitions are from the National Trails 
System Act at 16 USC 1246 (c). Exemptions described 
in the footnotes are from revised forest plan 
components. 

 Travel management decisions, including 
decisions about designation/removal, 
location, design, and management of 
motorized routes.  

 Travel management decisions based only on 
whether a motorized route is located within or 
outside the PCT Management Area. 

 Travel management decisions without public 
involvement. Note: This prohibition is from the 
Travel Management Rule at 36 CFR 212.    

 Designation of unauthorized routes 
through site-specific travel management 
decisions.3  

 Creation of unauthorized motorized routes. 
Note: This prohibition is from the Travel 
Management Rule at 36 CFR 261.13.  

 Designated motorized routes across the 
PCT tread.  

 Designations for motorized routes across the 
PCT tread that do not comply with the 
management direction in the 1982 PCT 
Comprehensive Management Plan.  

 Closure of designated motorized routes.  
 Re-route of designated motorized routes 

to locations outside the PCT Management 
Area, or to other locations within the PCT 
Management Area.  

 Removal, blocking, or naturalizing 
unauthorized routes. 

 Automatically mandating closure, re-route, 
removal, blocking, or naturalizing routes 
because they area within the PCT Management 
Area.  

  
  

1 Exemptions would include where the trail crosses or is located on designated motorized routes or if approved on a case-by-case basis for management of the trail or for 

administrative or emergency purposes, including search and rescue. 

2 Exemptions include where required by law to provide access to private lands, or where it is the only prudent and feasible option for such access.  

3 For unauthorized routes to be designated, they must be evaluated in site-specific travel management analysis that is outside the scope of this forest plan revision analysis. 



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.

Frequently Asked Questions 
How would the PCT Management Area affect Travel Management Planning in the Piute Mountains?  
Within the Piute Mountains, there are numerous miles of unauthorized trails that are not designated on the 
Sequoia National Forest Motor Vehicle Use Map but are of interest to the motorized recreation community. 
Some of these are within the PCT Management Area. Unauthorized routes cross the PCT in more than 10 
places. Advocates for off-highway vehicle and motorcycle riding have expressed their desire to have many of 
these routes/crossings added to the designated system.  
For these unauthorized routes to be added to the designated system of trails, they must be evaluated in a site-
specific travel management analysis that is outside the scope of this forest plan revision analysis. As described 
above, plan components would help provide a clear framework for future travel management decisions.  
Key Points About Piute Travel Management   

• Sequencing of Piute Travel Management Planning has been updated – now, Piute Travel Management 
Plan will start before the Forest Plan revision process is complete  

• NEPA analysis for the Piute Travel Management Plan has been re-initiated and the planning process is 
underway  

• Public outreach regarding the route designation process and associated NEPA analysis will engage 
interested parties  

• Prior public comments and mapping efforts will be incorporated into the current process  
• The Forest Service will engage with adjacent landowners and public land agencies to ensure consistent 

route and travel designation  
 
How would the PCT Management Area be implemented where the PCT crosses or is currently located on 
existing roads? What about relocating the PCT?  
In general, outside designated wilderness, PCT Management Area plan components are less restrictive than 
within designated wilderness, including related to crossing roads. Implementation of the PCT Management 
Area related to crossings or trail locations on existing roads depends on a range of factors, local circumstances, 
and other applicable laws, regulations, and policies.  
For example, the PCT Comprehensive Management Plan allows for the full range of the recreation opportunity 
spectrum to be experienced, with rural and urban sections of the PCT “generally be(ing) as short as necessary to 
allow passage across or under highways and railroads or passage through developed areas.”  
In addition, there are sections of the PCT where the PCT tread is located in an interim location to have a 
continuous path from Mexico to Canada. Some of these temporary locations are on motorized road shoulders or 
motorized trails with the long-term objective of relocating the PCT to an optimal, nonmotorized location. Re-
location of such segments is not included in forest plan revision.  
 

https://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/r5/landmanagement/planning/?cid=stelprdb5444003
mailto:SM.FS.r5reviseplan@usda.gov
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What about the 1981 Sequoia National Forest Section Pacific Crest National Scenic Trail Management 
Plan?   
The 1981 Sequoia National Forest Section Pacific Crest National Scenic Trail Management Plan, which 
identifies trail construction and communications objectives, as well as Sequoia National Forest segment-specific 
direction (for issues such as trail camps, water, litter disposal, interpretation, and signing), would be superseded 
in its entirety and replaced with the PCT Management Area direction in the revised forest plan. This would 
include supersession of the social carrying capacities identified in the 1981 Sequoia National Forest Section 
Pacific Crest National Scenic Trail Management Plan. To date, increased PCT use within the Sequoia National 
Forest has not resulted in a significant number of visitor complaints about unacceptable changes in the 
recreational experience or resource damage.  
The 1981 Sequoia National Forest Section Pacific Crest National Scenic Trail Management Plan did not include 
scenery, lands special uses, vegetation management, or fuels treatment-related direction. The PCT Management 
Area in the revised forest plan would provide a more comprehensive and modern suite of potential responses to 
effectively manage the impacts of increases in the numbers of trail users. For example, while past visitor use 
planning focused centrally on carrying capacity, the science of recreation management has evolved 
considerably. In the revised plans, managers would implement visitor use management strategies to minimize 
impacts to desired conditions for natural resources and visitor experiences through education (e.g. increase 
visitor contacts), site management (e.g., relocate a facility), regulation (e.g., initiate a permit system), and 
enforcement (e.g., prohibit access at a particular time).   
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