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Sierra and Sequoia Forest Plan Revision Update 
Wilderness Recommendation Process 

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 the wilderness recommendation 
process. The revised plans and Final Environmental 
Impact Statement (FEIS), including wilderness 
recommendation process documentation in FEIS 
Appendix B, will provide more detail on this topic. 

Designated Wilderness in the 
Sequoia and Sierra National Forests 

 
Figure 1 John Muir Wilderness, Sierra National Forest. USDA Forest 
Service Photo by Joshua Courter. 

The Sierra National Forest is home to “destination” 
wilderness areas, including the world-famous Ansel 
Adams and John Muir Wilderness areas, originally 
designated by Congress in 1964. The Dinkey Lakes 
Wilderness, Kaiser Wilderness, and Monarch 
Wilderness are also wholly or partially within the 
Sierra National Forest boundary.  
Congress has also designated six wilderness areas 
that are either in whole or in part within the Sequoia 
National Forest’s administrative boundary: 
Domeland Wilderness, Golden Trout Wilderness, 
Jennie Lakes Wilderness, Kiavah Wilderness, 

Monarch Wilderness, and South Sierra 
Wilderness.   

Sierra National Forest 
Forty-three percent of the 1.3 million acres of the 
Sierra National Forest is designated wilderness 
(approximately 553,000 acres), offering solitude 
and vast open space as part of one of the largest 
contiguous blocks of wilderness in the continental 
United States. In addition, approximately 24,300 
acres are within the portion of the Giant Sequoia 
National Monument (GSNM) that is within the 
Sierra National Forest administrative boundary. 
While these acres are not designated wilderness, 
they are also within the Kings River Special 
Management Area, and most are Inventoried 
Roadless Areas (IRAs). As a result, this area has 
limited active management and is primarily 
undeveloped. Further, outside of the GSNM, 11 
percent of the Sierra is within IRAs.  
In total, 56 percent of the Sierra is either within 
designated wilderness, GSNM, and/or IRA.  

Sequoia National Forest 
Twenty-seven percent of the 1.1 million acres of the 
Sequoia National Forest is within the GSNM. 
Outside of the GSNM, another 27 percent of the 
Sequoia is designated wilderness. In addition, 
outside of the GSNM, 24 percent of the Sequoia is 
Inventoried Roadless Areas.  
In total, about 78% of the 1.1-million-acre Sequoia 
National Forest is within the GSNM, designated 
wilderness, or IRA.   
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Wilderness Recommendation 
Process Requirements 
National forests are required by the 2012 Planning 
Rule (36 CFR 219.7(2)(v)) to “identify and evaluate 
lands that may be suitable for inclusion in the 
National Wilderness Preservation System and 
determine whether to recommend any such lands 
for wilderness designation.”  
Any lands recommended for wilderness designation 
through forest plan revision are preliminary 
administrative recommendations and are referred to 
as “recommended wilderness.” FSH 1909.12, 
Chapter 70, outlines a wilderness recommendation 
process to guide implementation of the planning 
rule; it includes four steps: 

 
Tribal and public engagement are key components 
of each step.  
We have followed this process closely, shared our 
progress regularly, and have benefitted from 
significant inputs from stakeholders.  

Changes to the Draft Plans 
We heard the following from Tribes, partners, other 
agencies, and the public on recommended 
wilderness:   

• Some want to maintain access for motorized 
and mechanized recreation opportunities 
oppose recommending wilderness areas.   

• Others want more road access for a variety 
of purposes including to transport of elderly 
or less able-bodied people to the forest.   

• Some requested more recommended 
wilderness areas for both recreation and 
other purposes:   
o Protect ecosystems through wilderness 

recommendation, including ecosystems 
that are “underrepresented” in the 
National Wilderness Preservation 
System.  

o Recommended wilderness would protect 
watershed values and ecological and 
elevational diversity and protect species 
migration corridors.    

• Others expressed concerns about adequately 
maintaining trails within recommended 
wilderness without motorized equipment, in 
addition to trails in existing designated 
wilderness.   

• Some recreation groups want to recreate in 
ways that conflict with wilderness 
recommendation, so they are not supportive 
of recommending wilderness.  

• Some do not want recommended wilderness 
because they believe management and 
access in recommended wilderness would be 
too restrictive.  

We worked to address these concerns by:   
• Revising Alternative C in the FEIS to 

include two additional recommended 
wilderness areas within the Sierra National 
Forest:  
o North Fork Kings River  
o Cat’s Head Mountain  

• Correcting and updating information in 
FEIS Appendix B that provides the details 
for each area analyzed in an alternative, 
including the “wilderness characteristics” of 
each area and the rationale for not including 
some areas in an alternative considered in 
detail.   

• Clarifying plan components that would 
allow for active management in 

Inventory

Evaluation

Analysis

Recommendation
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recommended wilderness for the purposes of 
ecological restoration.  

• Documenting decision rationale in the Draft 
Record of Decision.  

Sierra and Sequoia Recommendation 
Process 
In deciding whether to recommend wilderness, the 
Forest Service seeks to provide an appropriate 
balance of opportunities and uses in response to the 
broad range of public values. The Forest Service 
has a multiple use mission that also includes 
managing for a wide range of other forest benefits, 
from timber, minerals, energy, and grazing to fire, 
water, fish, and wildlife, as well as 
mechanized/motorized recreation and 
Tribal/cultural uses.  
Each forest is considered as a whole, including the 
balance of recreation opportunities across the forest 
and across the range of recreation interests. The 
new Recreation Management Areas and the 
Recreation Opportunity Spectrum (described in the 
Sustainable Recreation overview) both represent 
ways to visualize the allocation and balance of 
different recreation opportunities across the forest. 
The context of the forests within the larger 
geographic area are also considered.   
Decisions about whether to recommend areas as 
wilderness are not solely the result of a technical 
inventory process, where all areas that meet certain 
specifications are recommended. Instead, decisions 
result from considering all input and balancing 
overall management tradeoffs and needs across the 
Forests. All lands proposed by the public for 
recommended wilderness are included in an 
alternative in the FEIS.  
There is no obligation to make a recommendation 
and only Congress can designate wilderness areas. 
Recommendation would be a preliminary 
administrative recommendation that will receive 
further review and possible modification by the 
Chief of the Forest Service, the Secretary of 
Agriculture, and the President of the United States. 

Plan implementation would not be dependent upon 
subsequent action related recommendations for 
wilderness designation. Plan direction for 
recommended wilderness would identify authorized 
uses and provide direction to allow for some 
activities needed for the administration of the area 
and for ecological restoration of at-risk species.   
Tradeoffs and input on managing areas as 
recommended wilderness and managing them as 
other land allocations are carefully considered. 
Tradeoffs include restrictions on fuels management, 
wildland fire management, post-fire recovery, and 
climate change resilience activities. Such uses and 
options for future uses and management provide 
valuable contributions to the multiple use mission 
of the Forest Service. The aim is to ensure that the 
forests provide access for a wide range of recreation 
experiences including all anticipated types of uses 
and numbers of users, while integrating values 
related to wilderness with the other values and 
benefits that the forest provides.  
Both forests are fortunate to have a broad inventory 
of lands that provide for a vast diversity of uses, 
including iconic, undeveloped lands. The 
undeveloped character of IRAs will continue to be 
protected while allowing for some activities and 
uses that would be restricted in recommended 
wilderness areas. Recreation opportunities outside 
of designated wilderness offer options for diverse 
public interests with varying access needs and 
preferences. For example, some areas provide for 
quiet recreation, solitude, and wildlife habitat, while 
remaining open to mechanized recreation (e.g., 
mountain biking on designated routes) and access 
that would otherwise be prohibited in recommended 
wilderness. Decisions about whether to recommend 
areas as wilderness balance many uses and values in 
a manner that provides benefits to as many people 
as possible, while maintaining the existing high 
quality natural character of the land.   
   
 



 
Figure 2 Overview maps showing areas considered for recommended wilderness across the alternatives analyzed in the FEIS for the revised Sierra and 
Sequoia forest plans.

Lands Not Recommended as 
Wilderness 
Inclusion in the inventory, evaluation, or analysis is 
not a designation that conveys or requires a 
particular kind of management (FSH 1909.12, 
Chapter 70). For areas that were included in the 
inventory, evaluation, or analysis that are within the 
GSNM and not recommended as wilderness, 
management direction is provided in the GSNM 
Management Plan. Areas that are not within the 
GSNM and not recommended as wilderness would 
be classified as Challenging Backroad Areas, 
General Recreation Areas (see sustainable 
recreation overview), or other land classifications, 
including related to existing designated areas such 
as Wild and Scenic River corridors. Challenging 
Backroad Areas would retain their current 
conditions in terms of recreation, special uses, 
providing forest products, and protecting species 

and ecosystem diversity, while still allowing low 
levels of other uses.  

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.  
 
 

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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