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Sierra and Sequoia Forest Plan Revision Update 
Sustainable Recreation 

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 plans address sustainable 
recreation. The revised plans, when published, will 
provide more detail on this topic. 

 
Figure 1 Stevenson Trail, Sierra NF. USDA Forest Service Photo by 
Erika Enomoto. 

What is Sustainable Recreation? 
The 2012 Forest Planning Rule defines “Sustainable 
Recreation” as “the set of recreation settings and 
opportunities on the National Forest System that is 
ecologically, economically, and socially sustainable 
for present and future generations. Forest plans are 
required to: “include plan components to provide 
for sustainable recreation, including recreation 
settings, opportunities, and access…Recreation 
opportunities may include nonmotorized, motorized, 
developed, and dispersed recreation on land, water, 
and in the air.”  
This plan revision process has confirmed the 
importance of outdoor recreation and tourism. 

There are many ways visitors recreate on the 
Forests, seeking experiences ranging from 
challenging to more tranquil and the tourism 
resulting from recreation provides important 
contributions to the economic sustainability of local 
communities. The Forests are recreation 
destinations that directly contribute to the quality of 
life and economic vitality of over 20 million people 
living in surrounding communities and the region.  
As the population continues to increase, there are 
competing public values for many areas and uses 
and the potential for crowding and resource impacts 
in popular areas. Visitor use patterns will continue 
to evolve. Without proactive management, the 
types, locations, and intensities of use may not be 
predictable. Unmanaged recreation, including 
development of rock-climbing routes at newly 
discovered climbing areas, user-created mountain 
bike trails, dispersed camping in sensitive 
ecosystems such as riparian areas, and motorized 
vehicle use outside designated travel routes, are 
particular concerns.  
To ensure recreation is sustainable on the Forests, 
adaptive management, along with investments in 
restoration, partnerships, and facility development 
is necessary. The continuing evolution in recreation 
equipment and technology is likely to change access 
patterns, types of use, and popular locations across 
the region. These changes may alter recreation 
experiences in areas where new use patterns are not 
compatible with different visitors’ expectations and 
lead to conflicts.  
Through forest plan revision, the Forests aim to 
provide a framework for managing visitor use and a 
diversity of recreation opportunities now and into 
the future.  



What is in the Sierra and Sequoia 
Forest Plans? 
Recreation Opportunity Spectrum 
Since the 1960s, the Forest Service has used 
Recreation Opportunity Spectrum (ROS) classes as 
a tool to manage recreation. The ROS framework 
helps managers understand the range of settings and 
opportunities that exist on the forests. Changes in 
management needs have led to the development of 
other frameworks over the decades, such as Limits 
of Acceptable Change, and Visitor Experience and 
Resource Protection, which address visitor use 
beyond simply managing for settings.  
At any given location on the Sierra and Sequoia 
National forests, there is an underlying ROS class. 
The primary distinction among ROS classes is the 
density of motorized vs non-motorized use. As a 
result, ROS doesn’t provide sufficient proactive 
management direction for managing visitor use as 
uses continue to evolve and conditions change over 
time.  

 
Figure 2 ROS Classes along the Continuum: Primitive, Semi-primitive 
nonmotorized, Semi-primitive motorized, Roaded natural, Rural, Urban 

Recreation Management Areas  
The revised plans include Recreation Management 
Areas (RMA) which complement the ROS 
foundation and address visitor use management not 
covered by ROS (See figure 3 below).  
RMAs go beyond managing for just motorized or 
non-motorized use, to articulate the overall vision 
for future recreation planning, development, and 
use, including for areas that offer opportunities for 
both motorized and non-motorized recreation. 
RMAs provide a well-defined approach for 
managing visitor use as conditions and use patterns 
change over time.  

Three types of RMAs are included in the revised 
forest plans:  
Destination Recreation Area (DRA) - high levels of 
recreation;  supported by more facilities, amenities, 
and services.  
General Recreation Area (GRA) - less developed; 
fewer facilities, amenities, and services 
Challenging Backroad Area (CBA) - undeveloped, 
natural, and suited for dispersed motorized and non-
motorized recreation use, including more 
challenging activities. 
ROS and RMA maps both provide management 
direction for future projects. Large DRAs at the 
north end of the Sierra National Forest are good 
examples of areas where the underlying ROS 
(“rural” and “roaded natural”) provides insufficient 
management direction for managing visitor use as 
uses evolve and conditions change over time.  
For example, as Yosemite National Park continues 
to develop and improve facilities and infrastructure 
inside the park, Sierra National Forest lands may 
become more popular for dispersed and motorized 
recreation opportunities, which the park does not 
provide. Demand may also increase for recreation 
opportunities similar to those within the park, which 
require more facilities, infrastructure, and services.  
Currently, management of new high-use areas is 
reactive and incremental, whereas DRAs would be 
prioritized for more proactive future recreation 
planning. Planning and developing specific high-use 
areas before use levels increase further would help 
avoid conflicts and create opportunities for multiple 
uses collaboratively.  
Landscape-scale planning like this would help 
jointly address recreation issues in this area and 
overflow use by Yosemite National Park visitors, 
when the park amenities are full, but would require 
substantial investment. The revised plans position 
the Forest Service for such investment opportunity. 
Likewise, CBAs would be prioritized for 
maintaining areas of limited development while 
providing for both motorized and nonmotorized 
opportunities.



 
Figure 3 Representative maps showing the relationship between ROS classes and RMAs. 



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

• Revised forest plans should include more 
plan components to enhance recreation 
opportunities, as well as manage recreation 
use, including areas of intense recreation 
use.  

• Plan content for management areas or ROS 
classes should be added, removed, or 
clarified.  

We worked to address these concerns by:  

• Improving the clarity of plan content that 
applies across the whole forest and plan 
content for the three types of RMAs:  

o DRAs would be managed for high 
levels of use and activities.  

o GRAs coincide with working 
landscapes and areas where 
additional development could occur.  

o CBAs would maintain areas of 
limited development while providing 
for motorized and nonmotorized 
opportunities.  

• Clarifying that Backcountry Management 
Areas (BMA) were only analyzed as part of 
Alternative E in the Environmental Impact 
Statement.  

• Clarifying that the RMA plan content and 
“Desired ROS classes” would both be used to 
guide project-level planning.  

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 
What impact will RMAs and Desired ROS 
classes have on travel management planning?  

RMAs and Desired ROS classes are not travel 
management decisions. The designation of roads 
and trails open to motorized vehicles is 
accomplished through site-specific, project-level 
planning following the Travel Management Rule 
(36 CFR 212, 251, 261, and 295).   
Travel management decisions must be based on 
multiple factors and include public involvement, 
and the Desired ROS class of an area does not allow 
or prohibit a specific activity and is not sufficient 
rationale, on its own, to justify a decision. Decisions 
about motorized routes and areas, including 
unauthorized routes, are site-specific travel 
management decisions that are made at the project 
level. If designation of motorized routes or areas 
occurs within desired nonmotorized ROS classes, 
the Desired ROS class should be updated.  
Existing designated motorized routes and areas are 
not automatically prohibited within nonmotorized 
ROS classes. Actions such as (a) closure of existing 
designated motorized routes or areas within 
nonmotorized ROS classes, (b) re-route of existing 
designated motorized routes within nonmotorized 
ROS classes to locations within motorized ROS 
classes, or (c) removal, blocking, or naturalizing 
unauthorized routes within nonmotorized ROS 
classes, may occur, but are not automatically 
mandated within nonmotorized ROS classes.  
RMAs and Desired ROS classes may be considered 
in travel management planning, allowable or 
prohibited recreation uses, and other projects that 
may impact recreation opportunities. For example:  

• there should generally be fewer amenities 
and less active management of recreation 
uses in GRAs than in DRAs  

• density of recreation opportunities and 
infrastructure (including designated 
motorized routes and areas) should generally 
be lower in CBAs than in DRAs  

• designation of motorized routes and areas 
should generally occur within desired 
motorized ROS classes  

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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How are the different Recreation Management 
Areas defined? 
Destination Recreation Areas have high levels of 
recreation, supported by more facilities, amenities, 
and services than other areas. Iconic destinations or 
well-known attractions attract visitors to specific 
locations (areas such as Lake Edison, Florence 
Lake, and the Kern River, upstream from Lake 
Isabella). Destination recreation areas provide the 
most developed recreation opportunities in the 
national forest. The public will find high densities 
of visitors with a variety of opportunities available. 
Destination recreation areas emphasize such 
facilities as roads, parking lots, and restrooms. 
Conservation education and interpretation focus on 
developing a land ethic as part of the recreation 
experience. Recreation opportunity spectrum 
classes within destination recreation areas are 
primarily rural and roaded natural, with some semi-
primitive motorized and semi-primitive 
nonmotorized classes.  
General Recreation Areas are less developed, with 
fewer facilities, amenities, and services than 
destination recreation areas. General recreation 
areas provide opportunities for a range of activities 
for visitor participation, with moderate levels of 
use. Over time, general recreation areas may 
become more developed, if necessary, to 
accommodate changing use levels and types and to 
protect resources. In general recreation areas, 
multiple uses, other than recreation, are more 
evident than in destination recreation areas and in 
challenging backroad areas (see below). 
Recreationists may be near areas with working 
landscapes, maintained for multiple uses. These are 
areas where there are such multiple uses as 
fuelwood gathering, vegetation management, 
livestock grazing, utility infrastructure, and mining. 
Some lands may be modified to meet social, 
economic, and ecological objectives. Recreation 
opportunity spectrum classes within general 
recreation areas are primarily rural and roaded 
natural, with some semi-primitive motorized and 
semi-primitive nonmotorized classes.  

Challenging Backroad Areas are undeveloped, 
natural, and suited for dispersed motorized and non-
motorized recreation use, including more 
challenging activities. Challenging backroad areas 
are maintained for low visitor use and density. They 
are generally in remote areas with few amenities 
and limited recreation management. Challenging 
backroad areas may overlap with Inventoried 
Roadless Areas and the Forest Service may allow 
the continuation of such multiple uses as fuelwood 
gathering, vegetation management, livestock 
grazing, existing utility infrastructure, and mining. 
Challenging backroad areas provide opportunities 
for motorized and nonmotorized uses that are 
challenging, due to terrain and low density of roads 
and trails. Use levels are low and users are spread 
out, minimizing opportunities for conflict. 
Recreation opportunity spectrum classes within 
challenging backroad areas are primarily semi-
primitive motorized, semi-primitive nonmotorized, 
and some roaded natural classes.  
What are Backcountry Management Areas 
(BMAs)? 
BMAs are only included in Alternative E. BMAs 
are not considered in any of the other alternatives. 
The definition of BMAs provided in the 
Environmental Impact Statement is: “Current 
recreation uses and access, including motorized 
recreation and mechanized transport on existing 
routes, are not restricted in BMAs. Recreation is 
managed for less development and less 
concentration of use.” 
The idea for BMAs originally came from public 
input. We heard from recreation organizations that 
they wanted the plans to identify BMAs in the areas 
that were included in the recommended wilderness 
process but were not recommended by the Forest 
Service. Alternative E does not include any 
Destination Recreation Areas, General Recreation 
Areas, or Challenging Backroad Areas.   
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