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Supply of Recreation Settings, based on the Recreation Opportunity Spectrum  

Settings, activities and facilities are the three components of recreation supply, defined as the 
opportunity to participate in a desired recreation activity in a preferred setting to realize desired and 
expected experiences. Recreationists choose a setting and activity to create a desired experience. The 
Recreation Opportunity Spectrum (ROS) is a planning tool used to identify and evaluate the supply of 
recreation settings on national forests.  
 
Five ROS classes have been inventoried on the Nantahala and Pisgah National Forests, including: 
 

Primitive (P) is the most remote, undeveloped recreation setting, generally located three miles or 
greater from any open road and 5,000 acres or larger in size. In these two national forests, 
Primitive ROS class is limited to Congressionally designated Wildernesses even though they 
may not meet the requirements for size and distance from roads. Groups of visitors are often 
limited to a specific size to create a sense of isolation and solitude. 
 

Semi-Primitive Non-Motorized (SPNM) areas are generally less remote and can be as small as 
2,500 acres in size and only a half-mile or greater from any open road. These settings 
accommodate dispersed, non-motorized recreation such as hiking, biking, hunting and horseback 
riding. Some evidence of users may occur, but interaction is generally low. 
 

Remote Roaded Natural (RN2) is a sub classification of Roaded Natural and accounts for areas 
that either buffer SPNM areas or stand alone as tracts of land 1,500 acres or larger with a low 
road density of 1.5 miles of road/1,000 acres. Inventoried RN2 areas are managed to provide 
additional semi-primitive recreation settings either motorized or non-motorized. Evidence of 
users may be prevalent, but interaction is generally low. 
 

Roaded Natural (RN1) is a subclassification of Roaded Natural. Settings are located within a 
half mile of an open road. These settings include the majority of developed recreation sites such 
as campgrounds, picnic areas and river access points. RN1 also accounts for undeveloped, but 
highly roaded settings popular for dispersed recreation activities such as hunting, fishing, 
camping and horseback riding. Evidence of users is prevalent, and interaction is moderate. 
 

Rural (R) settings represent the most developed recreation sites and modified natural settings on 
the forest including the developed facilities at the Cradle of Forestry. Evidence of users is readily 
evident, and interaction is moderate to high. 

 

The supply of these settings is currently inventoried as follows: 
 

Classification Approx. percent 
of total land base 

Primitive 6.6% 
Semi-Primitive Non-Motorized 12.9% 
Remote Roaded Natural (RN2) 63.8% 
Roaded Natural (RN1) 11.6% 
Rural Less than 0.1% 
Management Areas with mixed ROS 5.0% 

Based on approximate acreage by Management Areas, as of 1994. 



Recreation Access  

Recreation Activity Type Overland 
Non-Motorized 
NF System Trail 

Motorized 
NF System Trail 

Open 
NF System 

or State Road 

Gated 
NF System Road 

Hiker/Pedestrian √ √ √ √ √ 

Bicycle 

 

√* √* √ √* 

Pack and Saddle 

 

√* √* √ √* 

Unlicensed motorized vehicles 

  

√* 

  Licensed motorized vehicles 

  

√* √ 

 Non-motorized water-based recreation √ √ √ √ √ 

Motorized water-based recreation 

   

√ 

 *Allowed use with certain exceptions; see definitions. 

Definitions: 

 

Overland: Hiker/pedestrian travel cross-country, not on designated routes. 

Non-Motorized NF System Trail: NF system trail designated for non-motorized use, such as hike, bike, or pack and saddle.  *Pack and saddle, and 

bicycle use are allowed on trails designated for those specific uses.  

Motorized NF System Trail: NF system trail designated for licensed and/or non-licensed motor vehicles per Motorized Vehicle Use Map (MVUM).  

*Allowed vehicle type and width limitations are specified for each motorized trail.  Motorized trail systems are fee areas with seasonal closures, 

which apply to motorized, pack/saddle, and bicycle use.   

Open NF System Road: NF system roads open to licensed motorized vehicles year-round or seasonally as indicated on the MVUM. 

Gated NF System Road: NF system roads that are closed to public motorized vehicle use (motorized vehicle access for administrative use only).  

*Certain gated NF system roads used as linear wildlife openings are closed to pack/saddle and bicycle use. 

State Road: Designated road on the NC Department of Transportation system. 
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Scenery/Visual Resource Management  
 

Public concern for quality scenery on National Forest lands, especially in the Southern Appalachians, is ever increasing.  

One reason is the escalating demand for a wide variety of recreation experiences on public lands.  Highly visible areas 

include those adjacent to heavily used waterways, the Appalachian National Scenic Trail (A.T.), other major forest trails, 

scenic byways, recreation corridors and major highways through National Forest lands.  These areas present challenges to 

land managers as they holistically consider Forest resources with constituent desires and uses.  Controversy over scenery 

management is expected to continue as Nantahala and Pisgah NFs continue to be more visible to the public. 
 

On National Forest lands, the Scenery/Visual Management System provides an overall framework for the orderly 

inventory, analysis and management of scenery.  The entire forest is rated into areas that are “seen” or “seldom seen.” The 

distances between the viewer and the seen area (“Distance Zones”) and the viewer’s interest in scenery (“Sensitivity 

Levels”) are also considered.   
 

Potential scenery impacts are analyzed from viewpoints including: 

 Use areas; such as campgrounds, picnic areas, observation areas, trail heads, visitor centers, etc. 

 Water bodies  

 Open FS system roads, State Roads, and U.S. Highways  

 FS System trails and other public trails 

 Gated FS system roads used as trails 

Analyzed viewpoints can be on FS or non-FS lands.  Viewpoints can include views from private businesses open to the 

public, such as restaurants, observations areas, etc., and from public or private roads in residential areas. 
 

Distance Zones define how far the viewer is from the area viewed.  In the Visual Management System, these are defined 

as: 

 Foreground:  Area from viewer up to ½ mile away 

 Middleground:  Area from foreground to 3 to 5 miles away 

 Background:  Area from middleground to the horizon 

Distance Zones are determined on a site specific basis considering landforms, vegetative screening, and the degree of 

detail perceived in landscape elements. 
 

Sensitivity Levels are a measure of people’s concern for scenic quality on National Forest Lands.  Three levels are used. 

 Level 1 – Highest Sensitivity:  Seen areas from primary travel routes, use areas, or water bodies where at least 

1/4 of users have a MAJOR concern for scenic quality.  These include primary recreation areas, resorts, botanical 

areas, historic sites, primary areas for fishing, swimming and other water activities, and highly sensitive 

communities. Level 1 also includes secondary travel routes, use areas, or water bodies where at least 3/4 of users 

have a major concern for scenic quality.  Examples of this Level include views from the Blue Ridge Parkway, the 

A.T., scenic byways, and interstate highways. 

 Level 2 – Average Sensitivity:  Seen areas from primary travel routes, use areas, or water bodies where fewer 

than 1/4 of users have a major concern for scenic quality OR secondary travel routes, use areas, or water bodies 

where at least 1/4, and not more than 3/4 of users, have a major concern for scenic quality. 

 Level 3 – Lowest Sensitivity:  Seen areas from secondary travel routes, use areas, or water bodies where at less 

than 1/4 of users have a major concern for scenic quality.  These include recreation sites like occasionally used, 

unimproved hunter camps, secondary roads or use areas with only occasional use, and NF lands seldom seen from 

any travel route, use area or water body. 
 

 



 

Visual Quality Objectives (VQO) are determined by the combination of Distance Zones (Foreground, Middleground or 

Background) and Sensitivity Levels (1, 2, or 3.)  These objectives, or management goals, are defined as: 

 Preservation (P):  Only ecological changes are allowed.  This VQO must be achieved immediately after 

completion of activity.  This applies to areas such as designated Wilderness. 

 Retention (R):  Management activities are not visually evident to the average viewer.  This VQO must be met 

within one growing season. 

 Partial Retention (PR):  Management activities can be evident but remain visually subordinate to the 

characteristic landscape. This VQO must be met within two growing seasons. 

 Modification (M):  Management activities may visually dominate the original characteristic landscape, but 

vegetation and landform alteration must appear as natural occurrences.  Roads, structures, etc. must remain 

visually subordinate.  This VQO must be met within 3 growing seasons 
 

Per direction in the Nantahala and Pisgah National Forests Land Management Plan, Amendment 5, scenery resources are 

managed to meet VQOs assigned to each Management Area (MA).  In some management areas, a range of VQOs have 

been assigned.  
 

Visual Quality Objectives by Management Area (MA) 

MA FG/SL1 FG/SL2 FG/SL3 MG/SL1 MG/SL2 MG/SL3 BG/SL1 BG/SL2 BG/SL3 

1B M* M M M* M M M* M M 

2A R PR PR PR PR PR PR PR PR 

2C R R PR R R PR R R PR 

3B M* M M M* M M M* M M 

4A R PR PR PR PR PR PR PR PR 

4C R R PR R R PR R R PR 

4D PR M M PR M M M M M 

5 R R R R R R R R R 

6 R R R R R R R R R 

7 P P P P P P P P P 

14 R R R R R R R R R 

* Areas visible from Blue Ridge Parkway and Appalachian Trail must meet PR VQO. 

Note 1:  The Appalachian Trail FG (MA 14) is the visible area up to ½ mile from the trail, and is field verified and 

mapped for each project during leaf-off season. 

Note 2:  Not all Management Areas are shown in the table, refer to the N&P LMP Amdt. 5 for additional information. 
 

Management Emphasis for Management Areas Shown Above 

MA 1B - Timber production, motorized access, grouse & deer habitat, 38,498 ac. available 

MA 2A - Scenery, timber production, motorized access, grouse & squirrel habitat, 40,642 ac. available 

MA 2C - Scenery, motorized access, old forest wildlife habitat, 37,680 ac. available 

MA 3B - Timber production, limited motorized access, wild turkey & deer habitat, 232,873 ac. available 

MA 4A - Scenery, limited motorized access, old forest wildlife habitat, limited timber production, 55,604 ac. available 

MA 4C - Scenery, non-motorized access, old forest wildlife habitat, 179,992 ac. available 

MA 4D - Old forest wildlife habitat, non-motorized access, vegetation management for ESH, 160,080 ac. available 

MA 5 - Backcountry recreation, non-motorized access, bear habitat, 119,685 ac. available 

MA 6 - Wilderness Study Areas, recreation/solitude, non-motorized access, 8,419 ac. available 

MA 7 - Designated Wilderness, recreation/solitude, non-motorized access, 66,550 ac. available 

MA 14 - Appalachian Trail Corridor (foreground), recreation, motorized access at trail intersections, vegetation 

management for wildlife or trail benefit, 12,450 ac. available 

 

Note:  Management area acreages are approximate as of 1994 (N&P NFs LMP Amdt. 5). 
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Recreation settings, access, and scenery: 

 

1. What range of settings is appropriate for your preferred recreation activity? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. What is the mode of access for that activity? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. What is your interest for scenery while you are engaged in that activity?  
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