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Introduction and Summary 
The Forest Service uses a nationally recognized classification system called the Recreation 
Opportunity Spectrum (ROS) for identifying, describing, planning, and managing a range of 
recreation settings, opportunities, and experiences.  ROS provides Forest Plan-level, “coarse 
filter” zoning within which actions and uses are managed over time to achieve desired 
conditions.  Recreation settings vary from primitive (where there is little evidence of other 
people, more difficult access, and more opportunities for self reliance) to more developed, rural 
areas which offer more facilities, better access, and opportunities to interact with other 
recreationists.  ROS information and direction can be found in Forest Service Handbooks and 
Manuals and in particular, the USDA Forest Service ROS Users Guide (USDA Forest Service 
1982). 
 
The ROS contains six distinct settings:  urban, rural, roaded natural, semi-primitive motorized, 
semi-primitive non-motorized, and primitive, which are defined using physical, managerial, and 
social criteria.  The six classes can be expressed in terms of three principal components:  the 
activities, the setting, and the experience.  The descriptions are included below.  More 
information on the settings and components can be found in the 1982 ROS Users Guide. 

1. Primitive (P):  Area is characterized by essentially unmodified natural environment 
of fairly large size (5,000 acres).  Interaction between users is very low and evidence 
of other users is minimal.  The area is managed to be essentially free from evidence 
of human-induced restrictions and controls.  Motorized use within the area is not 
permitted. 

2. Semi-Primitive Non-Motorized (SPNM):  Area is characterized by a predominantly 
natural or natural-appearing environment of moderate to large size (2,500 acres).  
Interaction between users is low, but there is often evidence of other users.  The area 
is managed in such a way that minimum on site controls and restrictions may be 
present, but are subtle.  Motorized use is not permitted. 

3. Semi-Primitive Motorized (SPM):  Area is characterized by a predominantly natural 
or natural-appearing environment of moderate to large size (2,500 acres).  
Concentration of users is low, but there is often evidence of other users.  The area is 
managed in such a way that minimum on site controls and restrictions may be 
present, but are subtle.  Motorized use is permitted. 

4. Roaded Natural (RN):  Area is characterized by a predominantly natural-appearing 
environment with moderate evidence of the sights and sounds other humans.  Such 
evidences usually harmonize with the natural environment.  Interaction between users 
may be low to moderate but with evidence of other users prevalent.  Resource 
modification and utilization practices are evident but harmonize with the natural 
environment.  Conventional motorized use is provided for in construction standards 
and design of facilities. 
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5. Rural (R):  Area is characterized by substantially modified natural environment.  
Resource modification and utilization practices are to enhance specific recreation 
activities and to maintain vegetative cover and soil.  Sights and sounds of humans are 
readily evident, and the interaction between users is often moderate to high.  A 
considerable number of facilities are designed for use by a large number of people.  
Facilities are often provided for special activities.  Moderate densities are provided 
far away from developed sites.  Facilities for intensified motorized use and parking 
are available. 

6. Urban (U):  Area is characterized by a substantially urbanized environment, although 
the background may have natural-appearing elements.  Renewable resource 
modification and utilization practices are to enhance specific recreation activities.  
Vegetative cover is often exotic and manicured.  Sights and sounds of humans on-site 
are predominant.  Large numbers of users can be expected, both on-site and in nearby 
areas.  Facilities for highly intensified motor use and parking are available with forms 
of mass transit often available to carry people throughout the site. 

 
When the 1986 Forest Plan was developed, a ROS exercise was completed with the goal of 
refining and finalizing the already existing ROS inventory for the Ottawa.  The 1986 Forest Plan 
explicitly incorporated ROS in defining management areas and ROS was allocated by 
management areas.     
 
The Ottawa provides a wide range of recreational opportunities.  Approximately 18% of the 
Ottawa is classified as semi-primitive motorized or semi-primitive non-motorized.  The majority 
of the Ottawa is classified with a roaded-natural ROS with a few intermingled areas of rural 
recreation opportunities located adjacent to communities.   Due to the existing road system on 
the Ottawa, which includes federal and state highways and county and Forest Service roads, 
primitive recreation opportunities are not present.  There are no urban areas located within the 
Ottawa boundaries.  The 1986 Forest Plan identifies four primary ROS desired settings, or 
classes, as displayed in Table B-1 and Figure B-1. 
 
         Table B-1. Ottawa National Forest Recreation Opportunity Spectrum (NFS acres) 

Recreation Opportunity Class Acres Percent 
Semi-primitive non-motorized (SPNM), wilderness  49,750 5% 
Semi-primitive non-motorized (SPNM) 78,000 8% 
Semi-primitive motorized (SPM) 74,900 8% 
Roaded natural (RN) 787,600 80% 
Acreages are for wilderness (e.g., MAs 5.1, 5.2 and 5.3) include all acres within the wilderness 
boundaries; acres for McCormick and Sturgeon River Gorge Wildernesses are cited from the 1987 
Michigan Wilderness Act; acres used for the Sylvania Wilderness are those that fall within the 
boundary of the Sylvania Wilderness as approved by the Regional Forester on June 16, 2005 (USDA 
Forest Service 2005p). 
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Generally, the character of the Ottawa has remained mostly unchanged since the 1986 Forest 
Plan was approved.  Although the Ottawa overall is older with more mature and larger-sized 
trees, the recreation conditions generally have not changed.  The ROS assessment included a 
finer scale review to look for changes or conditions that may make achievement of the ROS 
desired conditions not possible.  A slight modification was made to the MA 6.1 area located on 
the Iron River and Watersmeet Ranger Districts.  The southern boundary was slightly modified 
to exclude the State of Michigan-owned railroad grade which is a designated for use by all- 
terrain vehicle, off-road vehicle, and as a snowmobile trail.  Otherwise, a coarse filter review of 
the ROS mix and allocation determined the current classifications and boundary locations to be 
valid and appropriate to the niche of the Ottawa and no other ROS allocation changes are 
proposed.  
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