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Appendix F 

Recreation Opportunity 
Spectrum 

Overview 
When the goal of the recreationist is to obtain satisfying experiences, the goal of the 
recreation resource manager becomes one of providing the opportunities for these 
experiences. By managing the natural resource settings, and the activities which occur within 
it, the manager is providing the opportunities for the recreation experience to take place. 
Therefore, for both the manger and the recreationist, recreation opportunities can be 
expressed in terms of three principal components: the activities, the setting, and the 
experience.  

Probable experience opportunities have been arranged along a continuum called the 
Recreation Opportunity Spectrum (ROS) and is divided into six classes.  

Forest Plan Application 
The Forest Plan is built around the concept of management prescriptions. Each management 
prescription defines and describes a future condition for managing National Forest System 
lands. The Recreation Opportunity Spectrum is a tool used to define the recreation program 
objectives for each management prescription. 

The following table shows how ROS classes and management prescriptions relate. 

Table F-1. MTNF Management Prescription by ROS class. 

Primitive 
Semi-Primitive 
Non-motorized 

Semi-Primitive 
Motorized 

Roaded 
Natural Rural Urban 

5.1 6.1 1.2, 6.2 1.1 7.1 – 

Other Management Prescriptions are not shown above for the following reasons: 

• Under Management Prescription 6.3 the candidate rivers ROS objectives are tied to the 
classification of each river segment. Scenic river areas are under the semi-primitive 
motorized class and recreation river areas under roaded natural. 

• For Management Prescription 8.1 areas are usually smaller than one hundred acres and 
are normally under the roaded natural class. In areas with specific standards and 
guidelines a different ROS class may be the objective and it will be stated with the 
management direction. For example, National Recreation Trails are under the semi-
primitive non-motorized part of the Spectrum.  

The following chart shows in detail what is expected in each of the settings throughout the 
Recreation Opportunity Spectrum.  
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Mark Twain National Forest—Forest Plan 

DESCRIPTION  

Setting Setting 

Physical 

Theme: Remote (3 miles from motorized use),  
     predominately unmodified, naturally evolving 
Size*: 5,000 + acres 
Infrastructure**: 
   Access - Non-motorized trails are present.  
                 Remnants of past   roads may be visible. 
   Fishing sites –rivers and lakes;  
   Camp/Picnic sites – not developed or defined, leave no trace; 
   Sanitation – no facilities, leave no trace;  
   Water supply – undeveloped natural;  
   Signing – minimal, constructed of rustic, natural materials;  
   Interpretation - through self discovery and at trailheads; 
   Water crossing – minimal, some bridges made of natural     
        materials (wood) may exist but are rare. 
Vegetation: Natural, no treatments except for fire use.  

Managerial Few signs, few encounters with rangers, Travel on foot and horse, 
no motorized or mechanized travel allowed. 
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Social*** 
Very high probability of solitude; closeness to nature; self-reliance, 
high challenge and risk; little evidence of people.  
 

Physical 

Theme: Predominately natural/natural appearing; less remote 
(between ½ and 3 miles from open motorized routes); rustic 
improvements to protect resources. 
Size*: 2,500 + acres (No size criteria apply within designated 
Wilderness boundaries). 
Infrastructure**: 
   Access - Non-motorized trails are present. 
                 Closed and temporary roads may be present but not     
                 dominant on the landscape.  
              Road are surfaced to protect soil and water resources. 
                 Use of local roads is usually pickup or logging trucks. 
   Fishing sites – rivers, lakes and reservoirs;  
   Camp/Picnic sites – not developed, leave no trace  
   Sanitation – no facilities, leave no trace 
   Water supply – undeveloped natural  
   Signing – rustic constructed of natural materials. 
   Interpretation - through self discovery, at trailheads  
   Water crossing – rustic structures or bridges made of natural  
        materials. 
Vegetation: Predominately natural, treatment areas exist to 
enhance forest health but are few and widely dispersed;  

Managerial Minimum or subtle signing and regulations, some encounters with 
rangers. Motorized travel prohibited.  
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Social*** High probability of solitude, closeness to nature, self-reliance high to 
moderate challenge and risk; some evidence of others. 
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Appendix F—Recreation Opportunity Spectrum 

DESCRIPTION  

Setting Setting 

Physical 

Theme: Predominately Natural, Natural Appearing; may be within ½ 
mile from open motorized routes, either primitive or improved. 
Size: 2,500 + acres (no minimum size within designated   
   Wilderness) 
Infrastructure**:  
   Access - Motorized trails exist  
         Local roads are common; surface is aggregate or native soil.  
          Roads are open for public use 
   Fishing sites – rivers, lakes, and reservoirs w/ some trails &   
        primitive roads (motorized trails);  
   Camp/Picnic sites – not developed, leave no trace, some    
        identified dispersed areas  
   Sanitation – limited facilities, rustic, may have rustic  
        outhouses available.  
   Water supply - undeveloped natural, rustic     
        developments;  
   Signing – rustic, made of natural materials;  
   Interpretation – self discovery, some located on site or    
         at trailheads;  
   Water crossing - rustic structures or bridges made of natural  
         material, some designed for motorized use. 
Vegetation: treatment areas are very small in number,     
         widely disbursed, and consistent with natural  
          vegetation patterns. 

Managerial Minimum or subtle on-site controls with some restrictions; Motorized 
off-highway vehicles allowed.  
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Social*** 
Moderate probability of solitude, closeness to nature, high degree of 
challenge and risk using motorized equipment; motorized use visible 
and audible. 
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Mark Twain National Forest—Forest Plan 

DESCRIPTION  

Setting Setting 

Physical 

Theme: Natural Appearing with nodes and corridors of   
     Development such as campgrounds, trailheads, boat  
     launches, and rustic, small-scale resorts; within ½ mile of  
improved roads.  
Size: n/a 
Infrastructure**: 
   Access – All road surfaces are present, though system roads are    
usually aggregate; 
         Classified Road System for all types of vehicle use 
   Fishing sites – rivers, lakes, reservoirs with some facilities;  
   Camp/picnic sites – identified dispersed and developed sites;  
   Sanitation – developed outhouses that blend with setting  
   Water supply – often developed 
   Signing – rustic with natural materials to more refined using a   
        variety of materials such as fiberglass, metal, etc.;  
   Interpretation – simple roadside signs, some interpretive displays 
   Water crossing – bridges constructed of natural materials. 
Vegetation:  Changes (treatments) to the natural vegetation    
     patterns are evident but in harmony with natural setting. 

Managerial 
Opportunity to be with other users in developed sites; some obvious 
signs (information and regulation) and low to moderate likelihood of 
meeting Forest Service rangers.  
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Social*** Moderate evidence of human sights and sounds; moderate 
concentration of users at campsites; little challenge or risk. 

Physical 

Theme: Altered Landscapes with natural appearing backdrop. 
Ranches, administrative sites, and moderately developed resorts are 
sometimes in this ROS class. 
Size: n/a  
Infrastructure**: 
   Access - Travel routes highly developed, classified roads 
        Majority of routes are concrete, paved or graveled. 
        Trails are constructed for ease of movement.  
   Camp/Picnic sites – developed and designed for user comfort,     
        variety of construction materials used that blend with setting.  
        May have hookup amenities such as hot water, electricity, and  
        sewage disposal. 
   Sanitation – developed and designed for user comfort 
   Water supply – developed and designed for user comfort  
   Signing – natural and synthetic materials appropriate 
   Interpretation –roadside exhibits, interp. Programs, etc;  
   Water crossing bridges constructed of a variety of materials,     
        In harmony with landscape 
Vegetation:  dominate treatments that blend with landscape. 

Managerial 
Obvious signing (regulation and information), education and law 
enforcement staff available. Motorized and mechanized travel  
common and often separated. 
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Social*** High interaction among users is common. Little challenge or risk 
associated with being outdoors.  
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Appendix F—Recreation Opportunity Spectrum 

DESCRIPTION  

Setting Setting 

Physical 

Theme: Heavy site modifications and facilities. Backdrop is  
     often natural appearing. Highly developed Ski areas and   
     resorts are examples of urban nodes within NF System lands. 
Size: n/a but typically small nodes 
Infrastructure**: 
   Access - Travel routes highly developed (typically maintenance    
        levels 4 and 5) for motorized use often with mass transit  
        supplements available. Trails are constructed for ease of   
        movement. Majority of routes are concrete, paved or  
        graveled. 
   Camp/Picnic sites – developed and designed for user comfort,     
        variety of construction materials used, campsites in close   
        proximity to each other, nearby café’s and restaurants.  
   Sanitation – developed and designed for user comfort, most     
        have running water. 
   Water supply – developed and designed for user comfort,    
        many have hot water available.  
   Signing – natural and synthetic materials appropriate 
   Interpretation –exhibits in staffed visitor centers, roadside    
        exhibits, etc;  
   Water crossing bridges constructed of a variety of materials,     
        design for user convenience and safety.  
Vegetation:  often planted, manicured and maintained 

Managerial 
Intensive on-site management obvious signs and staffing, education 
and law enforcement available. Motorized and mechanized travel 
restricted to designated routes. No motorized or mechanized travel 
allowed off designated travel routes. 
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Social*** Opportunity to be with others high degree of interaction with people. 
Challenge and risk are unimportant except for competitive sports.  

 
*  Size of Primitive areas may be smaller if contiguous to a SPNM area(s) 
   Size of SPNM areas may be smaller if contiguous to Primitive area(s) 
 
** Levels of development for infrastructure should be consistent with definitions for development scales (Appendix A, 
Meaningful Measures User Guide 2000). New and/or reconstructed facilities should follow BEIG (Built Environment Image 
Guide) principles and concepts.  
 
***     Use figures, where available, should be included as part of defining existing conditions of the Social setting. Sources 
of information include: INFRA, NVUM, MM/CUAs, traffic counts, local surveys and use monitoring, etc.  
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Mark Twain National Forest—Forest Plan 
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Appendix F

Recreation Opportunity Spectrum


Overview


When the goal of the recreationist is to obtain satisfying experiences, the goal of the recreation resource manager becomes one of providing the opportunities for these experiences. By managing the natural resource settings, and the activities which occur within it, the manager is providing the opportunities for the recreation experience to take place. Therefore, for both the manger and the recreationist, recreation opportunities can be expressed in terms of three principal components: the activities, the setting, and the experience. 


Probable experience opportunities have been arranged along a continuum called the Recreation Opportunity Spectrum (ROS) and is divided into six classes. 

Forest Plan Application


The Forest Plan is built around the concept of management prescriptions. Each management prescription defines and describes a future condition for managing National Forest System lands. The Recreation Opportunity Spectrum is a tool used to define the recreation program objectives for each management prescription.


The following table shows how ROS classes and management prescriptions relate.


		Table F-1. MTNF Management Prescription by ROS class.



		Primitive

		Semi-Primitive Non-motorized

		Semi-Primitive 
Motorized

		Roaded Natural

		Rural

		Urban



		5.1

		6.1

		1.2, 6.2

		1.1

		7.1

		–





Other Management Prescriptions are not shown above for the following reasons:


· Under Management Prescription 6.3 the candidate rivers ROS objectives are tied to the classification of each river segment. Scenic river areas are under the semi-primitive motorized class and recreation river areas under roaded natural.


· For Management Prescription 8.1 areas are usually smaller than one hundred acres and are normally under the roaded natural class. In areas with specific standards and guidelines a different ROS class may be the objective and it will be stated with the management direction. For example, National Recreation Trails are under the semi-primitive non-motorized part of the Spectrum. 


The following chart shows in detail what is expected in each of the settings throughout the Recreation Opportunity Spectrum. 


		Primitive




		DESCRIPTION

		



		

		Setting

		Setting



		

		Physical

		Theme: Remote (3 miles from motorized use), 


     predominately unmodified, naturally evolving

Size*: 5,000 + acres

Infrastructure**:


   Access - Non-motorized trails are present. 

                 Remnants of past   roads may be visible.


   Fishing sites –rivers and lakes; 


   Camp/Picnic sites – not developed or defined, leave no trace;


   Sanitation – no facilities, leave no trace; 


   Water supply – undeveloped natural; 


   Signing – minimal, constructed of rustic, natural materials; 


   Interpretation - through self discovery and at trailheads;


   Water crossing – minimal, some bridges made of natural    


        materials (wood) may exist but are rare.


Vegetation: Natural, no treatments except for fire use. 



		

		Managerial

		Few signs, few encounters with rangers, Travel on foot and horse, no motorized or mechanized travel allowed.



		

		Social***

		Very high probability of solitude; closeness to nature; self-reliance, high challenge and risk; little evidence of people. 






		Semi-Primitive Non-Motorized

		Physical

		Theme: Predominately natural/natural appearing; less remote (between ½ and 3 miles from open motorized routes); rustic improvements to protect resources.

Size*: 2,500 + acres (No size criteria apply within designated Wilderness boundaries).

Infrastructure**:


   Access - Non-motorized trails are present.


                 Closed and temporary roads may be present but not    


                 dominant on the landscape. 


              Road are surfaced to protect soil and water resources.


                 Use of local roads is usually pickup or logging trucks.


   Fishing sites – rivers, lakes and reservoirs; 


   Camp/Picnic sites – not developed, leave no trace 


   Sanitation – no facilities, leave no trace


   Water supply – undeveloped natural 


   Signing – rustic constructed of natural materials.


   Interpretation - through self discovery, at trailheads 


   Water crossing – rustic structures or bridges made of natural 


        materials.


Vegetation: Predominately natural, treatment areas exist to enhance forest health but are few and widely dispersed; 



		

		Managerial

		Minimum or subtle signing and regulations, some encounters with rangers. Motorized travel prohibited. 



		

		Social***

		High probability of solitude, closeness to nature, self-reliance high to moderate challenge and risk; some evidence of others.



		Semi-Primitive Motorized

		Physical

		Theme: Predominately Natural, Natural Appearing; may be within ½ mile from open motorized routes, either primitive or improved.

Size: 2,500 + acres (no minimum size within designated  


   Wilderness)


Infrastructure**: 


   Access - Motorized trails exist 


         Local roads are common; surface is aggregate or native soil. 

          Roads are open for public use


   Fishing sites – rivers, lakes, and reservoirs w/ some trails &  


        primitive roads (motorized trails); 


   Camp/Picnic sites – not developed, leave no trace, some   


        identified dispersed areas 


   Sanitation – limited facilities, rustic, may have rustic 


        outhouses available. 

   Water supply - undeveloped natural, rustic    


        developments; 


   Signing – rustic, made of natural materials; 


   Interpretation – self discovery, some located on site or   


         at trailheads; 


   Water crossing - rustic structures or bridges made of natural 


         material, some designed for motorized use.


Vegetation: treatment areas are very small in number,    


         widely disbursed, and consistent with natural 


          vegetation patterns.



		

		Managerial

		Minimum or subtle on-site controls with some restrictions; Motorized off-highway vehicles allowed. 



		

		Social***

		Moderate probability of solitude, closeness to nature, high degree of challenge and risk using motorized equipment; motorized use visible and audible.



		Roaded Natural


 

		Physical

		Theme: Natural Appearing with nodes and corridors of  


     Development such as campgrounds, trailheads, boat 


     launches, and rustic, small-scale resorts; within ½ mile of  improved roads. 


Size: n/a

Infrastructure**:

   Access – All road surfaces are present, though system roads are    usually aggregate;


         Classified Road System for all types of vehicle use


   Fishing sites – rivers, lakes, reservoirs with some facilities; 


   Camp/picnic sites – identified dispersed and developed sites; 


   Sanitation – developed outhouses that blend with setting 


   Water supply – often developed


   Signing – rustic with natural materials to more refined using a  


        variety of materials such as fiberglass, metal, etc.; 


   Interpretation – simple roadside signs, some interpretive displays


   Water crossing – bridges constructed of natural materials.


Vegetation:  Changes (treatments) to the natural vegetation   


     patterns are evident but in harmony with natural setting.



		

		Managerial

		Opportunity to be with other users in developed sites; some obvious signs (information and regulation) and low to moderate likelihood of meeting Forest Service rangers. 



		

		Social***

		Moderate evidence of human sights and sounds; moderate concentration of users at campsites; little challenge or risk.



		Rural

		Physical

		Theme: Altered Landscapes with natural appearing backdrop. Ranches, administrative sites, and moderately developed resorts are sometimes in this ROS class.


Size: n/a 


Infrastructure**:


   Access - Travel routes highly developed, classified roads


        Majority of routes are concrete, paved or graveled.


        Trails are constructed for ease of movement. 

   Camp/Picnic sites – developed and designed for user comfort,    


        variety of construction materials used that blend with setting. 

        May have hookup amenities such as hot water, electricity, and 


        sewage disposal.


   Sanitation – developed and designed for user comfort


   Water supply – developed and designed for user comfort 


   Signing – natural and synthetic materials appropriate


   Interpretation –roadside exhibits, interp. Programs, etc; 


   Water crossing bridges constructed of a variety of materials,    


        In harmony with landscape

Vegetation:  dominate treatments that blend with landscape.



		

		Managerial

		Obvious signing (regulation and information), education and law enforcement staff available. Motorized and mechanized travel  common and often separated.



		

		Social***

		High interaction among users is common. Little challenge or risk associated with being outdoors. 



		Urban

		Physical

		Theme: Heavy site modifications and facilities. Backdrop is 


     often natural appearing. Highly developed Ski areas and  


     resorts are examples of urban nodes within NF System lands.


Size: n/a but typically small nodes


Infrastructure**:


   Access - Travel routes highly developed (typically maintenance   


        levels 4 and 5) for motorized use often with mass transit 


        supplements available. Trails are constructed for ease of  


        movement. Majority of routes are concrete, paved or 


        graveled.


   Camp/Picnic sites – developed and designed for user comfort,    


        variety of construction materials used, campsites in close  


        proximity to each other, nearby café’s and restaurants. 


   Sanitation – developed and designed for user comfort, most    


        have running water.


   Water supply – developed and designed for user comfort,   


        many have hot water available. 

   Signing – natural and synthetic materials appropriate


   Interpretation –exhibits in staffed visitor centers, roadside   


        exhibits, etc; 


   Water crossing bridges constructed of a variety of materials,    


        design for user convenience and safety. 


Vegetation:  often planted, manicured and maintained



		

		Managerial

		Intensive on-site management obvious signs and staffing, education and law enforcement available. Motorized and mechanized travel restricted to designated routes. No motorized or mechanized travel allowed off designated travel routes.



		

		Social***

		Opportunity to be with others high degree of interaction with people. Challenge and risk are unimportant except for competitive sports. 





*  Size of Primitive areas may be smaller if contiguous to a SPNM area(s)


   Size of SPNM areas may be smaller if contiguous to Primitive area(s)


**
Levels of development for infrastructure should be consistent with definitions for development scales (Appendix A, Meaningful Measures User Guide 2000). New and/or reconstructed facilities should follow BEIG (Built Environment Image Guide) principles and concepts. 

***     Use figures, where available, should be included as part of defining existing conditions of the Social setting. Sources of information include: INFRA, NVUM, MM/CUAs, traffic counts, local surveys and use monitoring, etc. 
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