
Welcome everyone, and thanks for being here today.  Our topic that I will be 
presenting is on Designated Areas, and more specifically Designated Areas in the 
context of the Forest Plan Revision that we are undertaking. The revised Forest 
Service Planning Handbook, and direction of the 2012 planning rule, includes specific 
direction about addressing designated areas as part of the process.
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Lets begin with the basic definition of what a Designated Area is, so that we are all on 
the same page: Every National Forest has areas that contain special, exceptional, or 
unique values. Many of these areas meet the criteria to be considered special places 
and can be given special status. This status can be on a national, regional, or local 
scale..  Designation of these areas undergoes rigorous scrutiny and study that can last 
years, depending on individual circumstances.  The definition of “Designated areas is 
specific areas or features within the plan area that have been given a permanent 
designation to maintain its unique special character or purpose.”
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The term “designated area” refers to categories of areas or features that are 
established by, or pursuant to, statute, regulation, or policy.  During Plan Revision, 
there are some designated areas that we are required to address, and there are 
others that are not, but plan revision is sometimes an opportune time to address 
them. Land management plan decisions may include recommendations to establish 
additional or modify existing designated areas. However, keep in mind that changes to 
statutorily designated areas are reserved to congress alone – they have not 
empowered the forest service to make recommendations that second guess their 
previous legislatively made decisions. 
The exception is Wilderness Study Areas, because the designating legislation directly 
asks for a recommendation from the agency if they should be designated as 
wilderness.  
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Designated areas may be established by either administrative processes 
(administratively designated areas) or by statute (statutorily designated areas, which 
are often called congressionally designated areas). Both types are addressed to some 
extent during the Forest Plan Revision Process. 
So to be clear, Administratively designated means that an area may be designated by 
the agency leadership as an administrative decision, but Statutorily designated areas 
must be designated by the passage of legislation by congress.
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These are a range of types of Administrative Areas that could be recommended by the 
forest supervisor. The Plan Revision may be the best time to identify a need for some 
types of designated areas, or to identify specific areas that would benefit from being 
given one of these designations in order to protects special, exceptional, or unique 
values. When the Responsible official/Forest supervisor recommends something, but 
it doesn't get designated for some reason by the next planning cycle then those 
recommended areas are re-evaluated for some other type of management.  This is 
the case with some of the proposed RNAs from the 1986 forest plan.
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This is a list of Statutorily Designated Areas, some of which the forest is required to 
address in some manner during the plan revision process, and some that are 
addressed by some other type of process outside of the Plan Revision. Examples of 
that would be National Scenic and Historic Trails, that generally apply to a wider 
landscape, and National Scenic Byways, that is a Federal DOT process.
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If a land area exists that for some reason does not qualify as a designated area or just 
has not been designated, but needs specific management guidance, the Responsible 
Official may identify the area as a management area or as a geographic area to apply 
specific plan components in the land management plan. Management areas are also 
used where forest-wide plan direction is not appropriate or is insufficient.
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The terms “management area” and “geographic area” are used to describe two 
different approaches to how plan components apply to specific parcels of National 
Forest System land, with their locations shown on maps.  The difference between the 
approaches are that Geographic areas are based on place, while management areas 
are based on purpose. 
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Which brings us to our first question for discussion that we have for you today, What 
opportunities exist for additional administrative designations?
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Inventoried Roadless Areas are Forest Service lands that were identified by 
government reviews as not containing existing roads, and were determined to be 
suitable for roadless area conservation. The most recent review of inventoried 
roadless areas began in 1998 and concluded in a set of Forest Service regulations in 
2001 that are collectively known as the Roadless Rule. Although in the past, 
cartographic errors and other minor changes were addressed during plan revision, 
that was changed by the 2012 planning rule. So during forest plan revision, we are not 
permitted to add new inventoried roadless areas, remove existing IRAs, or make any 
changes to the boundaries of existing IRAs.
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The 2012 planning rule does require that we address eligibility of rivers for inclusion in 
the National Wild and Scenic Rivers System. For background,  there is a 3-step process 
for analysis and recommendation of rivers for designation as wild and scenic: the first 
step is an Eligibility Study, step 2 is to assign an initial classification as Wild, Scenic, or 
recreational, to those found eligible, and the third and final step is a Suitability Study.
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ONLY Steps 1 and 2 of the 3-step wild and scenic rivers process are required by the 
2012 planning rule to be addressed during Forest Plan Revision:  Step 1, the Eligibility 
study, is the determination if a river segment is free flowing AND Has Outstandingly 
Remarkable Values (ORVs). It has to possess both of these to be eligible. “Free 
flowing” means existing or flowing in a natural condition without impoundment, 
diversion, straightening, riprapping, or other modification of the waterway.  Some 
minor structures are allowable at the time a river is proposed for designation but this 
does not authorize any future construction of such structures. Also the Guidelines 
state that a river segment between large impoundments may qualify if conditions 
within the segment meet the eligibility criteria. To be “outstandingly remarkable”, 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.  
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Categories of outstandingly remarkable values may be for
Scenery 
Recreation 
Geology
Fish
Wildlife
Historic and Cultural Values  
And other Similar River-related Values that may include but are not limited to: 
botanic, hydrologic, paleontological, scientific, and heritage values
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Under the 2012 Planning Rule, the Plan Revision Process, including Wild and Scenic 
Rivers eligibility is required to be transparent, with ample opportunities provided for 
public engagement. This means there will be comment opportunities throughout, 
including for the eligibility process paper and consideration of outstandingly 
remarkable values.
Also, we will be making use of a new web-based tool called “Story Maps”, which is a 
user friendly online tool located on the forest website that is not only useful for 
providing the latest information for the public, but it is also a tool for the public to 
comment directly through the application. They will even be able to link their 
comment to a specific spot on a map.
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After determining eligibility, the forest will also conduct step 2, which is to assign to 
the eligible river segments an initial classification of Wild, Scenic, or Recreational 
based on criterial provided in the handbook Chapter 80. Congress will determine the 
final classification –IF they choose to designate a river as Wild and Scenic. Refer to 
your handouts for the criteria that is used from the Forest Service Handbook direction 
to determine which initial criteria should be assigned.

19



Step 3 of the wild and scenic rivers process is a determination of Suitability – The 
most basic description of the differences between the two processes are that 
Eligibility determines if a river COULD be a Wild and Scenic River, as defined in the Act, 
and the Suitability study is a determination if an Eligible river SHOULD be 
recommended for designation
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Although Step 3, Suitability, may be accomplished during forest plan revision, it is NOT 
required to be done at that time. However, once the eligibility study has been 
completed, the Suitability process may be done at any time. Congress may choose to 
direct a forest to perform a Suitability study on a river or rivers at any time, and the 
forest may choose to follow the process if for any reason it’s a timely undertaking.
ONLY CONGRESS may designate Wild and Scenic Rivers, but agencies must manage 
both eligible and suitable rivers to protect their ORVs and free flowing status.  If a 
suitability study is conducted, and an eligible river is not found to be suitable, these 
protections are removed and the river corridor will be administered under some other 
management direction. The same is true if congress passes legislation declining to 
designate a river and directing the forest service to manage it for other uses.
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Each national forest undertaking Forest Plan Revision under the 2012 Planning Rule 
must complete a process of identifying and evaluating lands that may be suitable for 
inclusion in the National Wilderness Preservation System and determine whether to 
recommend any of the evaluated lands to Congress for wilderness designation. Just as 
with the Wild and Scenic Rivers process and the rest of the Plan Revision process, the 
wilderness process must be transparent, with opportunities for public participation, 
and the Story Maps application will be an important tool for public input in the 
wilderness process as well.
Congress reserves to itself alone the authority to designate wilderness through 
legislation. The Forest Service Planning Handbook Chapter 70 provides direction for a 
four-step process to be completed to inventory and evaluate areas for possible 
recommendations to congress for designation.
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Unlike the wild and scenic rivers process, we are required to complete the entire 
wilderness recommendation process during the plan revision. The four steps of the 
process are Inventory, Evaluation, Analysis, and Recommendation.
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The purpose of the first step in the process, the Inventory, is to identify all National 
Forest Lands in the plan area that may have wilderness characteristics as defined in 
the Wilderness Act . The forest service handbook directs that this process must be 
both Broad and Inclusive, as well as Transparent. The criteria for lands to be included 
and moving on to the next step, Evaluation, are that they may not contain any roads 
level 2 or higher, or contain substantially noticeable improvements. There is also a size 
consideration that any area included in the inventory that is less than 5,000 acres 
must be manageable as a wilderness at that size. The Forest is currently in the 
inventory step of the process, and we are expecting to release the draft inventory 
maps soon.
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Because there is no definition provided in the Forest Service Planning handbook for 
substantially noticeable, but there is direction to conduct a reasonably broad, 
inclusive, and transparent Inventory of lands with potential wilderness characteristics, 
the Gila National Forest has developed a DRAFT definition of “substantially 
noticeable” for use in Inventory process, that you may refer to in your handouts.
In June 2017, the Gila National Forest planning staff held 5 community meetings and
the first technical meeting for the forest plan revision process. Among the topics 
included was defining “substantially noticeable” improvements as they relate to 
inclusion in the inventory of lands with potential wilderness characteristics. Attendees 
were asked to participate in an exercise to help define what their concept of 
substantially noticeable would be in a wilderness context. Common themes that were 
identified throughout the meetings were considered when developing the Gila 
National Forest DRAFT definition of “substantially noticeable”. The DRAFT Inventory 
Process Paper was also released for a 30-day informal comment period.
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Step 2 is an Evaluation of the wilderness characteristics possessed by the lands 
identified in the Inventory.  There are four criteria by which all areas are evaluated, 
and a fifth criteria that is only considered where it occurs. The first criteria is that any 
areas less than 5,000 acres included are manageable as wilderness at that size. Some 
examples might be if the terrain and geography are favorable, such as if it were an 
island or top of a steep-sided mesa. The second criteria is that areas of any size are 
manageable to protect the wilderness characteristics they contain. The next criteria is 
apparent naturalness, meaning how natural an area would appear to an average, 
reasonable person. This can be affected by a lot of factors, including vegetative 
treatments, the presence of human-made improvements, and non-native, invasive 
species. The fourth criteria is Opportunities for Solitude OR primitive and unconfined 
recreation. As the OR implies, the area doesn’t have to contain both, but will receive 
recognition in the evaluation if it does.  Solitude is somewhat obvious, but 
opportunities for primitive and unconfined recreation include not only the 
appropriate setting, but also considers that there aren’t a lot of management 
limitations placed on activities beyond what is legally allowable within a wilderness. 
There is sometimes a fifth criteria, where it occurs, and we’ll cover that more 
completely on a later screen.
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The determination of whether the plant and animal communities in an area are 
appear natural is a professional judgement within the discretion of the Forest
Supervisor, as informed by the Interdisciplinary Team and public input. The Forest
Service Planning Handbook defines apparent naturalness as the degree to which the 
area generally appears to be affected primarily by the forces of nature, with the 
imprints of man’s work substantially unnoticeable, and directs us to consider factors 
such as  -The composition of plant and animal communities, , the extent to which the 
area appears to reflect ecological conditions that would normally be associated with 
the area without human intervention; and the extent to which improvements located 
in the area represent a departure from apparent naturalness. 
Which brings us to our next question, what does apparent naturalness mean to you in
the context of these parameters?
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That brings us to the fifth criteria for evaluation, only considered where it occurs, 
which is to evaluate the degree to which the area may contain ecological, geological, 
or other features of scientific, educational, scenic, or historical value.  These values 
are not required to be present in an area for the area to be recommended as 
wilderness, but their presence should be identified and evaluated where they exist.  
Such features or values may include rare plant or animal communities or rare 
ecosystems, outstanding landscape features such as waterfalls, mountains, 
viewpoints, waterbodies, or geologic features, historic and cultural resource sites, 
research natural areas, and high quality water resources or important watershed 
features.
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And our next question is, Because “Other Features of Value” are only considered 
where they exist, what effect should they have on the overall ranking of an area for 
having wilderness characteristics, and why? 

30



Step 3 of the wilderness process is the Analysis of evaluated areas in alternatives as 
part of the Plan Revision (NEPA) process. The Analysis step is the first point in the 
process where other considerations are deliberated besides substantially noticeable 
improvements, roads, and wilderness characteristics. 
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The final step in the overall process is the Recommendation step, and at this point any 
lands determined by the Forest Supervisor (Responsible Official) that should be 
included in the National Wilderness Preservation System are recommended in the 
Record of Decision for the NEPA document. Something to keep in mind is that the 
inclusion or removal of any lands for recommendation are subject to consideration up 
until the Forest Supervisor signs the ROD.  Also, just to reiterate, only Congress may 
designate wilderness. They have tasked the Secretary of Agriculture to direct Forest 
Service employees to do the research on their behalf to determine which areas the 
agency recommends to be designated as wilderness. 
Congress may very well disagree with the Forest Supervisor’s recommendation, and 
direct the forest to instead manage these areas for other uses. However, the forest is 
responsible to manage recommended areas to protect their wilderness characteristics 
at the level that they existed at the time of the recommendation. Not all uses have to 
be restricted in recommended areas if they do not negatively affect wilderness 
characteristics, however if the Forest Supervisor allows activities that would be 
incompatible to wilderness values to continue in an area after recommendation, it 
raises questions about recommending it as a wilderness instead of  some other 
management prescription more compatible for those activities. 
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We have one final question for you today regarding the wilderness process: The GNF 
will continue to engage stakeholders and community members more on the 
wilderness process. What do you think this stakeholder and community engagement 
should look like?
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This slide shows that the existing administratively designated areas here on the Gila 
National Forest include:
29 inventoried Roadless areas
Eight listed eligible wild and scenic rivers (as a side note, eligibility is completed 
administratively, official designation is completed through Statute)
The Gila River Research Natural Area, our only RNA
Two scenic byways, Trail of the Mountain Spirits and Geronimo Trail
Three national recreation trails, Catwalk, Sawmill Wagon Road, Wood Haul Wagon 
Road
And there are six species occurring on the forest that have finalized critical habitat 
designated by the Fish and Wildlife Service. 
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And these are the statutorily designated areas on the Forest, many of which 
you may be very familiar: the Blue Range, Aldo Leopold, and Gila wildernesses, 
Two wilderness study areas, the Hell Hole and Lower San Francisco River and 
one national scenic trail crosses the Gila, the Continental Divide National 
Scenic Trail
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Thank you for your willingness to participate in these collaborative meetings and for 
your future engagement in developing the revised Gila Forest Plan.
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