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Tonto National Forest 
Wilderness Recommendation Process 

Frequently Asked Questions 

1. What is the Wilderness Recommendation Process?
• The wilderness recommendation process is a required process under the 2012 planning rule. 

The purpose of the process is to identify and evaluate lands that may or may not be suitable 
for inclusion in the National Wilderness Preservation System (NWPS) and determine whether 
to recommend to Congress any such lands for potential wilderness designation.

• The process itself is broken down into four steps:
o Inventory: Identify and create an inventory of all lands that may or may not be 

suitable for inclusion in the National Wilderness Preservation System (NWPS) using a 
given set of criteria.

o Evaluation: Evaluate the wilderness characteristics of all lands included in the 
inventory that may be suitable for inclusion in the NWPS using a given set of criteria 
and assign a ranking of high, moderate, low, or no for their wilderness character.

o Analysis: The forest supervisor will determine which areas to further analyze through 
the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) process.

o Recommendation: The Forest Supervisor will decide which areas, if any, to 
recommend to Congress for inclusion in the NWPS.

2. Does the criteria apply to any potential recommended Wilderness?

• There are two criteria documents produced through this process: one for the inventory (step 1) 
and one for evaluation (step 2).

o The inventory criteria applies to all forest land that is not already a designated 
wilderness.

o The expanded evaluation criteria applies to all of the inventoried areas from step 1.

3. What is the official definition of a Wilderness area?
• The Wilderness Act, signed into law in 1964, created the National Wilderness Preservation 

System and recognized wilderness as “area where the earth and its community of life are 
untrammeled by man, where man himself is a visitor who does not remain.” The Act further 
defined wilderness as "an area of undeveloped Federal land retaining its primeval character 
and influence without permanent improvements or human habitation, which is protected 
and managed so as to preserve its natural conditions . . . ." (For the complete definition of 
wilderness, see Section 2(c) of the Wilderness Act.)

4. What kinds of uses are allowed in wilderness areas?

• Wilderness areas are open many uses, such as: fishing, hunting, hiking, backpacking, riding 
horses, camping, skiing, rock climbing, search and rescue, and fire management. 

https://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/planningrule/home/?cid=stelprd3828310
https://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/fseprd596094.pdf
https://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/fseprd595757.pdf
https://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/fseprd596094.pdf
https://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/fseprd595757.pdf
http://www.wilderness.net/NWPS/documents/publiclaws/PDF/16_USC_1131-1136.pdf
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5. What is the difference between a designated wilderness and a recommended wilderness?

 Designated wilderness areas are pieces of land that have been designated by congress to
preserve in its natural condition. Recommended wilderness areas are pieces of land that the
Forest Service has identified as being suitable for future designation. Recommended wilderness
is distinct from designated wilderness, and is managed in accordance with Forest Plan direction
as opposed to the Wilderness Act.

6. How will you manage recommended wilderness areas differently than designated wilderness areas?

 The management of recommended wilderness areas has to maintain the wilderness
characteristics for which it has been deemed suitable. In the forest plan we have flexibility in
how we manage any recommended wilderness areas to sustain these characteristics.

 The Forest Supervisor has the discretion to allow uses that do not impact the characteristics that
led to the Wilderness recommendation. This could mean that uses not be allowed in designated
wilderness areas, such as mechanical restoration treatments or mountain bike riding, may be
allowed in the recommended wilderness areas.

7. If an area is recommended as Wilderness, when does the management go into effect?

 All management direction for recommended wilderness areas will go into effect 30 days
following the record of decision for the revised forest plan.

8. Can current wilderness areas be declassified as a result of the Wilderness Recommendation
process?
 No, areas that have already been designated by congress as Wilderness will not be part of the

Wilderness Recommendation Process. Only an act of Congress can declassify a Wilderness area.
It is possible to recommend a declassification of an already designated wilderness area to
congress but that will not be considered through the plan revision process.

9. How can I provide my input during the Wilderness Recommendation Process?

 There will be multiple opportunities to engage during every step of the Wilderness
Recommendation Process. To stay up to date on when you can provide feedback, sign up for our
mailing list by emailing tontoplan@fs.fed.us.

10. How can I learn more and stay involved in the Wilderness Recommendation Process?

 There are a number of resources you can use to learn more about the Wilderness
Recommendation Process.

o Chapter 70 of the Land Management Planning Handbook outlines the requirements
for the Wilderness Recommendation Process. 

o The Tonto Plan Revision Website is frequently updated with information about the
Wilderness Recommendation Process.

o The Tonto Wilderness Story Map displays maps and documentation as they are
completed and available for public comment.

o Email tontoplan@fs.fed.us to join our mailing list and receive updates on
opportunities to stay involved.

If you have additional questions, send us an email at tontoplan@fs.fed.us. 

mailto:tontoplan@fs.fed.us
https://www.fs.fed.us/im/directives/fsh/1909.12/wo_1909.12_70_Wilderness.docx
http://www.fs.usda.gov/goto/tontoplan
https://usfs.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=fa64c3221fd84517b1d406ff24746170
mailto:tontoplan@fs.fed.us
mailto:tontoplan@fs.fed.us
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