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The Attraction of Nature

Nature is wonderful thing. Whether it’s water, land, forests,
prairies, or a mix of many ecosystems, people love to be in
nature. They often fly thousands of miles, spend thousands
of dollars, and spend thousands of hours just to hike
through an old growth forest, canoe down a spring run,

or see an endangered bird. All that people require to enjoy
nature is the ability to get into it.

This sounds easy enough, but, as any land manager can
attest, trying to balance the public’s enjoyment of natural
resources along with the conservation of those resources
can be a difficult task. As this paper will show, finding this
balance is not impossible. With systematic planning, land
managers can provide many different recreational opportu-
nities and find ways to make recreation benefit ecosystems,
instead of simply reacting to problems associated with
recreation.

The Need for a Plan

To achieve the maximum benefit from a natural area, man-
agers must create a plan to guide their actions (Mazzotti
and Morgenstern, 1996). Land managers have long known
how important it is to develop natural resource plans,
particularly when managing for timber, livestock, and
wildlife. Managing for recreation, on the other hand, usu-
ally was limited to marking a trail and building a bathroom
and a picnic table at the trailhead. Because of the great

natural appeal of Florida’s environments, for many years
land managers were able to provide millions of people with
valuable experiences in these public lands without detailed,
scientific plans to lead the way. Now that the importance
of planning for recreation is more widely known, visitors
to Florida’s natural environments can expect an even more
enriching experience.

Without a plan, many potential benefits might not be real-
ized. Well-planned natural recreation opportunities offer
great rewards to visitors (e.g., improved understanding of
the environment), local communities (e.g., increased tour-
ism income), the environment (e.g., increased stewardship
and ownership), and natural organizations (e.g., increased
awareness and support for the organization). Also, if
recreational use of natural areas continues to grow, land
managers might soon be overwhelmed with vast numbers
of people and their associated ecological and social impacts
that undoubtedly will arise. A solid plan at the outset can
offset these impacts.

This paper lays out a general process to help managers

plan for how to use recreation to provide benefits to their
organization, environment, visitors, and local communities.
The paper does not cover how to plan for specific activities
in natural areas. There are simply too many different things
that people can do in nature and it’s up to the organizations,
themselves, to identify what specific activity opportunities
they want to provide.
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Existing Recreation Planning
Frameworks

Nature-based recreation researchers and professionals have
worked for decades to develop scientifically based planning
frameworks that address the social and ecological issues
inherent in nature-based recreation planning. Although
there are several, three frameworks most often used by
public land management agencies are described here.

Limits of Acceptable Change

In the early 1980s, the U.S. Forest Service developed the
Limits of Acceptable Change (LAC) framework to help
managers plan for recreation’s negative ecological and social
impacts (Stankey et al., 1985). The framework was derived
from the carrying capacity concept. A natural area’s “carry-
ing capacity” is usually thought of as the number of people
who can enter the area without causing it unacceptable
damage. As thinking evolved on how to best manage for
recreation, however, managers began to understand that the
idea of “carrying capacity” was actually more complex. The
number of visitors was not the direct problem, they real-
ized. In fact, it was the impacts visitors have on the environ-
ment and on the experiences of other visitors that were the
main concerns. LAC’s nine-step process helped managers
move beyond thinking simply about visitor numbers and
instead to focus their planning on managing for acceptable
impacts or changes to the resource and visitor experience.

See Stankey et al http://www.fs.fed.us/r8/boone/lac/
lac_process.shtml.

Recreation Opportunity Spectrum

Instead of planning simply to avoid impacts, recreation
researchers and managers worked together to develop a
strategy to plan to improve the overall quality of recreation.
This strategy was based on the fact that a diverse public
demands diverse recreation experiences. The Recreation
Opportunity Spectrum (ROS) is a zoning framework
designed to give managers guidelines on how to plan for
diverse recreation opportunities (Clark and Stankey, 1979).
ROS describes a range of settings (primitive to urban) and
provides a guide on how to manage the bio-physical, social,
and managerial characteristics of a setting with the explicit
goal of providing opportunities for visitors to attain desired
recreation experiences.

See Clark and Stankey http://www.fs.fed.us/r8/boone/docu-
ments/lac/ros1.pdf.

Visitor Experience and Resource
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Protection

Finally, using the carrying capacity concept, LAC, and ROS,
the National Park Service worked with recreation research-
ers to develop the Visitor Experience and Resource Protec-
tion (VERP) framework in the early 1990s to help their
managers create holistic recreation plans for their units
(USDI National Park Service, 1997). VERP is an 11-step
process that covers the development of interdisciplinary
teams to modifying management strategies after a plan

has been implemented. Of all the recreation management
frameworks, it is probably the most comprehensive and
the one that applies to the greatest diversity of areas. VERP
helps managers identify and manage for acceptable condi-
tions while at the same time giving managers guidelines
for managing settings to provide recreation opportunities.
Also, it states that managers must work with diverse
stakeholders when moving through the planning process.

See USDI National Park Service handbook. http://planning.
nps.gov/document/verphandbook.pdf [February 2012].

General Planning Strategy
The remainder of this paper will describe a general plan-

ning framework that incorporates the major steps of these
frameworks described above (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. General Recreation Management Planning Framework
(Hammitt and Cole, 1998).
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Set Objectives

A variety of organizations and agencies manage land and
water for recreation. Organizations like the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service have a strong mandate to protect natural
habitats. In contrast the Florida State Park System has
several areas where recreation use is the focus. Based on
these mandates and mission statements, managers must
first identify the goals and objectives for the lands they
manage. Managers must then plan to communicate this
message to their visitors. Communicating the agency’s
mission or goals will result in a better informed public. An
informed public understands that different natural resource
organizations manage resources for different purposes and
that recreation might just be one of many uses of that area.
Specific indications for where and how to communicate this
message should be included in the management plan.

For specific units managed by public agencies, managers
must also work to integrate the public into the develop-
ment of these goals. Effective citizen engagement is

vitally important at the beginning of the planning process.
Without significant public buy-in to an area’s plan, manag-
ers might be opening the door to unnecessary conflict with
the very people who care about the land. Integrating them
early in the process will improve the chances of developing
productive relationships with these same people.

To ensure quality recreation, recreation management plans
must include social goals and objectives as well as ecologi-
cal objectives. Goals are broadly written statements that
highlight the overarching benefit managers should work
to provide. Objectives are more focused statements that
address specific benefits and key in on potential manage-
ment actions to help provide opportunities to realize those
benefits (Figure 2).

Goalll: Protectthe natural and cultural resources while providing opportunities for
quality recreation experiences
Objectives
1.Management efforts will encourage healthy wildlife habitat that
supports wildlife viewing opportunities
2.Management efforts will encourage healthy aquatic habitat that
supports recreational fishing and paddling epportunities
3.Cultural resources should be enjoyed by visitors and protected from
defacement
Goal 3.1: Provide opportunities for visitors to learn about the natural and cultural
resources along the CFG
Objectives
1.Visitors should have opportunities to explore and learn about the
different ecological and cultural resources found along the CFG
2.Visitors should have opportunities to participatein hands-on
ecosystemrestoration activities
3.Educational opportunities should be available to visitors with diverse
ages, education levels, and ethnic backgrounds

Figure 2. Examples of Ecological and Social Goals and Objectives
(Clark and Stein, 2003).
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KEY CONCEPT: RECREATION OPPORTUNITY
ZONES

Zoning for recreation opportunities is an important
concept when establishing goals and objectives, and ROS
provides an important tool in establishing these recreation
opportunity zones. Not every natural area can achieve all
the goals and objectives listed in a plan; therefore, planners
must zone their area (or areas) into recreation opportunity
zones (Figure 3). They are considered “opportunity zones”
because the manager should consider what type of benefits
can best be achieved from an area and then provide an
opportunity for those benefits to be realized. For example, a
goal of a recreation management plan might be to provide
for family bonding and improved social bonds. Picnic areas
that are designed for easy access and large groups to meet
and interact could be developed to help promote oppor-
tunities for people to attain those benefits. In contrast, the
same organization might want to provide opportunities for
people to escape and relieve stress. In an area geographi-
cally distinct from a group picnic area, managers could
design isolated trails or remote picnic areas, areas that do
not promote social interaction but allow visitors to be alone
in nature, away from the sight and sounds of other people.
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Figure 3. Example of Recreation Zones for the Inglis Island recreation
area of the Cross Florida Greenway, Florida. The pink, orange, light
green, and dark green areas represent different types of recreation
opportunities in the recreation area (from Clark and Stein, 2003).

Inventory Conditions

Before designing recreation opportunities, managers must
know the existing condition of the area. For example, a
county might be designing a trail system around a small
creek running through a natural area. The health of the
creek’s riparian area (i.e., banks and vegetation) is of pri-
mary importance to managers for both ecological reasons
(i.e., riparian areas are often sensitive and biologically
diverse) and social reasons (i.e., riparian areas are often
aesthetic and potentially educational). Therefore, managers
need to inventory the condition of the riparian area. The
inventory could include water quality variables, vegetation



mapping, and soil density. If recreation is already occurring
in the area, managers could measure social variables like
visitors” perceived scenic quality of the riparian area and
satisfaction with activities associated with the area.

KEY CONCEPT: INDICATORS

According to Lime, Anderson, and Thompson (2004, p. iii),
indicators are “specific, measurable variables that reflect
the conditions of an overall park resource or management
zone.” Managers could be overwhelmed with the many
different variables they could use as key indicators of
recreation quality; therefore, managers must choose a
realistic number of indicators to inventory at the beginning
of the project and to check regularly to monitor recreation
impacts. Managers should choose and list in the plan those
indicators that reveal impacts considered to be serious
problems and that are cost effective (Hammitt and Cole,
1998).

Are Objectives Being Met?

If managers have written clear objectives and chosen
effective indicators, they should be able to clearly identify
new recreation opportunities to develop, and they should
be able to evaluate the success or failure of existing recre-
ation management. In essence, managers are comparing
the existing conditions, which are measured through their
indicators, with the managerial objectives listed in the plan.
They should create new opportunities in any areas not cur-
rently providing for the recreation goals and objectives in
the plan. For some underused areas, managers might want
to seek out professionals trained in landscape architecture,
engineering, environmental interpretation, and other fields.

In areas where recreation already exists, managers should
use the recreation plan to evaluate the existing conditions
and suggest necessary changes. For example, if the key in-
dicators are showing that a recreation setting (bio-physical
and social) is reaching managerial objectives, managers can
stay the course. However, if those indicators are showing
that the bio-physical or social conditions do not comply
with the objectives, management actions are required. For
example, a plan’s objectives might state that a specific trail
system should be designed to provide stress relief benefits.
However, visitor surveys of the area show large groups are
using the trail system for physical fitness, and visitors look-
ing for stress relief are dissatisfied with their experience in
that area. Although people are using the trail and benefiting
from it (physical fitness benefits), the trail is not achieving
its established objectives (stress relief benefits), and manag-
ers must either change their management to provide for
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stress relief benefits or redesignate the objectives for that
area to reflect its actual use.

KEY CONCEPT: STANDARDS

The key concept that relates indicators to objectives is
standards. Lime, Anderson, and Thompson (2004, p. iv)
define standard as the “minimally acceptable condition of
indicator variables” (Figure 4). In other words, a standard
specifically identifies the threshold of acceptability for
bio-physical and social indicator variables and is closely
tied to the objectives. Although science can help inform
the development of standards (e.g., identifying how much
trampling a specific plant species can tolerate or measuring
how many people can be seen in an area before visitors feel
crowded), standards are essentially subjective judgments
made by qualified experts (Hammitt and Cole, 1998).
Working with informed stakeholders and area scientists,
managers can set reasonable standards of recreation quality.

Unacceptable Impact
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Limit of Acceptable Change I
Human —
Caused
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Figure 4. Setting Standards in Natural Environments.

Management

This paper does not cover the multiple strategies and
tactics available to manage visitors and recreation settings.
All areas hosting recreation visitors require some sort of
management. It can be indirect, passive management like
providing information and directional signage to trails or
observation areas, or the management can be much more
direct, for instance, requiring all visitors to follow a guide
through an area. In most cases, however, nature-based
recreation does not require intense and expensive manage-
ment. Of course, many sites have areas of concentration like
parking lots, visitor centers, restrooms, and other facilities.
Management of these areas is dependent upon the facilities’
physical capabilities and capacity.

Natural resource managers must be aware that simply
allowing access to their properties will require some degree



of management. In other words, the manager must begin
making staffing decisions and allocating financial resources
right away after making the decision to host visitors. Even
when a natural area is particularly valuable for recreation
opportunities, if staffing and funding are not available

to manage the planned recreation use, allowing visitors
would be potentially risky both to the property and to the
visitors themselves. It’s best to secure the staft and resources
dictated in the management plan before opening the gates!

Conclusion

Nature-based recreation requires just as much planning as
any use of natural areas. This paper was designed to give
organizations a start in formulating such a plan. Much of
the actual process will require inventorying the area to
determine appropriate locations for activities, collaborating
with stakeholders, determining the desired objectives that
recreation could provide and identifying the financial costs
and benefits of providing different opportunities. Manag-
ers will also need to determine how recreation fits into
their organization’s mission and be creative in identifying
recreation options. Finally, managers must remember that
the plan is only the beginning. Actual development, man-
agement, and monitoring of recreation will be required.
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