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Abstract—Limits on the overall number of recreationists permit-
ted to enter or visit wilderness, national park backcountry or
whitewater rivers have been formally established for about 30
years. Such limits have usually been established to protect biophysi-
cal or social conditions from unacceptable impacts in the face of
rapidly rising amounts of visitation. Use limits are one of a number
of tools available to managers, but represent a particularly intru-
sive and controversial one. Use limit policies may have significant
negative displacement effects, are implemented within a regional
context—even if not recognized in the decision—and must meet the
criteria of effectiveness, efficacy, and efficiency in order to be useful
in managing impacts. Unfortunately, evaluations of use limit poli-
cies using these criteria do not exist within the literature. The paper
suggests that evaluations encompass four major domains, consider
effects within a regional context, and research move from one-shot
case study experimental designs to those that are more conducive to
better understanding of the consequences of use limit policies.

Introduction ____________________
The development of policies that limit access to recre-

ational resources is one of the most controversial actions
implemented for managing recreation on the public lands
but one of the least understood. Some managers, confronted
with a seemingly insatiable demand for high quality recre-
ational opportunities occurring in magnificent natural envi-
ronments with little evidence of human use and influence,
have responded by restricting access to these settings through
a variety of means, but frequently through a use limit policy
based on a conception of an area’s carrying capacity. Imple-
mentation of a use limit policy leads to development of use
rationing and allocation regimes once demand exceeds the
limit.

A use limit policy is a formalized regulation that restricts
the number of visitors that may enter an area over a given
time period—day, week, month, or season. Such policies
became popular with accelerating growth of whitewater
river recreation in the 1960s and 1970s. These limits were
aimed at controlling or preventing impacts either to the

biophysical setting or to the recreational experience. While
whitewater river managers dominated the initial imple-
mentation of use limit policies, terrestrial wilderness man-
agers have also adopted limits on recreational use. Use
limits administered in terrestrial areas often come in forms
different from those used on rivers (which usually involve
limits on the number of groups launching per day), often
featuring limited campsite availability. Regardless of the
form, use limit policies remain controversial as they carry
significant distributional consequences that are often viewed
as unfair by visitors. Following their initial implementation
in the 1970s, they were repeatedly accompanied by litigation
and civil disobedience, recurrently triggered by important
issues of equity.

Despite their widespread application and a rapidly grow-
ing interest in many venues, questions about the efficacy of
use limit policies remain. Do such policies really control,
confine, or reduce impacts? Does their implementation pro-
vide for higher quality experiences? Are they the “best” way
of reducing or controlling impacts? How do their positive and
negative consequences compare? Since people are directly
affected, how do visitors respond to them? What issues are
confronted by managers when they are implemented?

A large number of studies have examined visitor prefer-
ence for use limit policies (see McCool and Christensen 1996
for a brief review of some of this research). In general, this
research shows that when given a reason for limiting use,
visitors sampled at individual areas agree to such limits—
hardly a startling conclusion (see Hall, this proceedings for
additional comments about such preference studies). How-
ever, such research has avoided evaluations of how visitors
view the acceptability of use limit policies within the context
of the potential tradeoffs between the quality of the experi-
ence (or biophysical character) and access restrictions in-
volved. For example, mitigating biophysical impacts through
a use limit policy may achieve a gain in resource quality, but
comes at the expense of restricted access to the area. The
extent to which visitors would perceive biophysical or social
conditions so objectionable that they would find a use limit
policy acceptable has not been reported in the literature.

Reports evaluating the effectiveness of use limit policies
in confining, controlling and reducing visitor-induced im-
pacts do not appear in the literature. While implementa-
tion of a use limit policy raises an abundant number of
managerial (Warren 1977), economic (McCool 1978), expe-
riential (Schreyer and Roggenbuck 1978), political (Dew
1984), and philosophical issues (McAvoy and Dustin 1983),
the lack of evaluative mechanisms, frameworks and re-
ports evoke still others.
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The growing, apparently inevitable, implementation of
recreation use limit policies occurs within the context of
accelerating demand for recreation opportunities that are
rapidly declining in availability, a poorly developed scien-
tific arena, and a reduced institutional capacity to manage
recreation. A widening interest in privatization of public
recreation opportunities fueled primarily by conservative
political agendas also serves to magnify the complexity of
use limit policies. These conditions all suggest that a signifi-
cant, critical examination of recreation use limit policies is
not only appropriate, but essential to addressing many of the
fundamental issues currently confronting wildland recre-
ation managers. Such an assessment could assist in develop-
ing a policy-relevant research agenda for scientists. Imple-
mentation of use limit policies raises several additional
questions: Under what conditions are such policies appro-
priate? What benefits may accrue and what costs ensue?
What pragmatic barriers and issues are elicited when use
limits are proposed? How can the success of these policies be
appraised?

These are important questions; they can be addressed
only within the context of appropriate scaffolding that out-
lines general issues and evaluative frameworks. The overall
goal of this paper is to advance our understanding of these
issues and frameworks. The paper is organized around three
major themes. First, I advance several questions that stem
from the application of use limits. In general, use limit
policies are both controversial and costly; we should be clear
about the benefits to both recreational experiences and
resources prior to their implementation. I will briefly outline
three principal questions arising out of their implementa-
tion. Second, I suggest a framework that would be produc-
tive for evaluating use limit policies as tools for controlling
biophysical and social impacts resulting from recreation.
The current lack of evaluative frameworks severely limits
the social and managerial learning needed to advance the
state of the art. This framework can serve as a starting point
for evaluation of existing use limit policies through develop-
ment of policy relevant research and may serve as a founda-
tion for considering limiting use in areas where such policies
don’t currently exist. In both cases, a rich field of research is
indicated. Finally, I review potentially useful elements of a
framework to guide research on use limit policies and to
refocus their implementation at the regional level.

Important Questions in Use Limit
Policy Implementation

There are three significant questions raised when use
limit policies are under consideration, in addition to their
overall effectiveness in controlling, confining or reducing
impacts from recreational use. How these questions are
addressed in the design of a specific use limit policy suggests
what social costs are potentially involved when implemented.
Again, these questions are addressed in reference to the
potential benefits that such policies are designed to achieve
and represent differing potential tradeoffs.

Distributional Consequences of Use Limit Policies
Are Unclear—Restricting access to public recreation op-
portunities leads to significant distributional consequences
that raise fundamental questions about the equity of use

limit policies and how those restrictions are implemented.
Restriction of access, particularly in how such restrictions
are implemented through design of rationing systems, af-
fects different groups differently. A major issue here is the
potential mismatch between the recreational opportunities
an area offers and the opportunities visitors seek. Stankey
and Baden (1977), in their early evaluation of issues associ-
ated with implementation of use limit policies, identified
this question as one of suboptimization. Suboptimization
occurs when there is a mismatch between the preferences of
recreationists for particular settings and the settings they
are actually allowed to visit as a result of a use limit policy.
Thus, some visitors are seeking an experience in a specific
place while others may be seeking an experience anywhere.
Suboptimization results when the latter replaces the former,
which can occur in some rationing systems. When
suboptimization occurs, visitors receive some, but not all,
the benefits a particular recreation setting can offer.
Suboptimization is not only an efficiency question, it is an
equity one as well. Allocations that are suboptimal result in
a smaller flow of benefits to the public because access is
denied to opportunities sought by segments of the recreating
public.

Use limits are accompanied by rationing and allocation
mechanisms when demand exceeds the supply defined in the
limit. Each mechanism (for example, lottery, queue, reser-
vation) discriminates against a certain type of user, thus
raising the question of what specific goals should be estab-
lished for these policies (Stankey and Baden 1977). For
example, a queue discriminates against those who don’t
have time to wait in the line while a reservation systems
favors those who can plan ahead.

In addition, implementation of a use limit policy in the
face of growing demand cannot be considered separate
from the decision of how to ration and allocate use, if only
because such decisions are inevitable. These decisions are
inextricably linked and are inherently political in charac-
ter (McCool and Utter 1981). Shelby (1981) has suggested
four goals of rationing systems: (1) equality—every one has
the same chance for entry; (2) social efficiency—people
willing to pay the highest price have a better chance to
enter; (3) equity—rationing favors those individuals fa-
vored by society; and (4) need—visitors with expectations
closely aligned with area goals or who are members of a
special class have a higher chance of entry. The distributive
effects on expected wilderness experiences of the mecha-
nisms to attain each goal are different.

Use Limit Policies Occur Within Regional and Mana-
gerial Systems That May Not Be Well Defined or
Accounted for When Decisions Are Made—Two types of
systems are involved in use limit policies: a spatial system,
in which different Wildernesses are spatially related within
a specific region and a management system centered on the
decision and implementation procedures for use limit poli-
cies. Both types of systems interact and will be discussed
below.

Regional System ________________
Recreational use of Wilderness and other similar back-

country areas occurs within the context of a system of areas.
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The operative system is neither obvious because recreation
user preferences are not known nor easy to manage because
adjacent protected areas may be administered by agencies
with differing objectives. For example, the Glacier National
Park backcountry is administered by the National Park
Service while the adjacent Great Bear Wilderness is man-
aged by the Forest Service. Both agencies have distinctly
different approaches to managing backcountry use.

While each wilderness is managed under the mandates of
the Wilderness Act to provide “outstanding opportunities for
solitude and a primitive and unconfined experience,” be-
cause of existing use patterns, administrative traditions and
resource characteristics, this does not necessarily translate
into exactly the same value of setting attributes among and
within wildernesses. Each wilderness is different enough to
justify varying standards of solitude and human-induced
impacts; thus, each wilderness provides opportunities for
somewhat different experiences that include, but are not
limited to solitude or primitive and unconfined experiences.

Wildernesses therefore are not necessarily substitutable,
yet management actions in one area have effects on another.
These effects may not be visible for some time, and may
affect different types of recreationists, displacing some while
others replace them. For example, a use limit policy (imple-
mented through rationing) that is excessively bureaucratic
and potentially restrictive may negatively affect visitors
seeking escape from the pressures of society, and thus they
may choose not to enter that particular Wilderness but
another one instead. Others who are not as sensitive to
bureaucratic procedures may replace these visitors. Thus,
use limits may inadvertently lead to visitor successional
processes, leading to not only development of dissatisfac-
tion, but to differing expectations of what each of the areas
should provide in terms of setting attributes.

While all Wildernesses are governed by the same legisla-
tive mandate, each is managed under plans that frequently
recognize idiosyncratic characteristics, are influenced by
individual manager philosophies toward recreation, and
reflect the specific institutional capacity to manage. Since
the notion of a system is not explicitly recognized, wilderness
plans—and the use limit policies contained within them—
developed independent of each other carry the potential of
duplicating goals, objectives and standards or of leaving
gaps in the range of wilderness related experiences that
recreationists seek, leading to unanticipated surprises, and
encouraging unplanned visitor succession.

This system is complex, involving areas, as well as users,
managers, agencies, outfitters and so on. Effective manage-
ment can occur only with an understanding of each element
of the system, the behaviors of each element, and how
management actions and the response of visitors affect these
elements. Lime (1977) recognized the relevance of regional
studies nearly 25 years ago. In a river management context,
the importance of regional analysis has been well-stated by
these managers:

We now do our planning on a river-by-river basis. Alterna-
tives are usually selected without consideration of opportuni-
ties afforded by other rivers; the planning process is often
locally oriented…It is doubtful that our present river-by river
approach can effectively cope with an increasing demand for
a decreasing resource. Should we evaluate viable manage-
ment alternatives for a specific river without considering
management on other rivers? (Yearout and others 1977: 191).

A variety of other authors have recognized that manage-
ment of recreational use must occur within the context of a
regional system of opportunities, and that limiting recre-
ational use in one of these areas without considering the
management regime in others carries a variety of significant
negative consequences (for example, Stankey 1977; Schreyer
1977).

The notion of a system of areas suggests that fundamental
decisions about what areas should provide what kinds of
experience opportunities need to be made. While this is an
intrinsically political question, science plays an important
role in providing information to decisionmakers. Some of
that information would revolve around better understand-
ing the population of wilderness users, their motivations,
expectations and willingness to make the tradeoffs between
protection of biophysical/social conditions and access that
use limit policies imply. Since a system exists, data collec-
tion to be helpful to management of the system must be
conducted at the system level, rather than at the individual
area level, which is highly susceptible to visitor succession
and replacement biases.

Management System ____________
Anticipation of the distributional and regional conse-

quences of use limits requires that we have a better under-
standing of the management system within which use limit
policies are implemented. Implementation of a use limit
policy triggers effects that occur, as argued earlier, else-
where in a geographical sense, and often are identified only
after a significant time delay. Such decisions are systemic
in character, and dealing with them requires a systemic
process.

Senge (1990) has classified different decisionmaking sys-
tems that confront organizations. A use limit policy, imple-
mented without reference to the regional context within
which the area is situated, is representative of a “shifting the
burden” type of system. In a shifting the burden type of
system, an underlying problem generates issues that need
attention, but for a variety of reasons, confronting symptoms
of the problem is easier than dealing with the root causes. So,
shifting the burden of implementing an underlying solution
to something that is easier and more visible to implement
takes place. The underlying problem remains unsolved. In
some respects, there may not be awareness that there is a
fundamental underlying problem—managers may view use
impact problems as simply an operational issue associated
with wilderness management. If so, then they are more
likely to adopt an operational remedy (Caldwell 1990). If a
problem is defined at an operational level but is in reality a
systemic one, then managers will continue to be confronted
with new versions of the problem, and the burden of solving
the problem may be shifted to others.

Use limit policies represent a shifting the burden type of
system in that the questions of underlying causes of impacts,
the acceptability of impacts and how they can be managed
are never really addressed. Limiting use focuses on only one
of the causes of human-induced impacts—and probably a
minor one at that. When use limit policies are implemented,
visitors denied access shoulder the burden of management
that has not addressed fundamental problems. Visitors
granted access are not necessarily selected on the basis of
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merit (in this case ability to engage in minimum impact
behaviors) and thus benefit from the burden shouldered by
others.

By shifting the burden, the problem appears solved in the
short-run, but in the long-term, it resurfaces. Visitors
desiring experiences dependent on the wild character of
wilderness may be displaced (and thus endure the burden)
as more and more rules on entry are implemented. Other
areas—as noted above—may see increases in use as visi-
tors seek other places without the restrictive environment.
As Senge argues, following implementation of a symptom
solution when the problem reoccurs, “there is increased pres-
sure for symptomatic response. Meanwhile, the capability for
fundamental solutions can atrophy” (p. 104).

A major issue here is that the problem—human-induced
impacts—may never be framed in a way that leads to
fundamental solutions being considered. Bardwell (1991)
insists that much of land management activity is directed
toward solving solutions, solving the wrong problem, defin-
ing problems in such a way that they cannot be solved, and
solving non-problems, simply because not enough atten-
tion has been paid to framing the problem. As Clark and
Stankey (1991) suggest, asking the right question is criti-
cal to developing responses to real problems and issues.
Use limit policies generally emanate from a problem framed
as “how many are too many for this area?” when the more
fundamental problem can be succinctly stated as “what are
the appropriate or acceptable conditions for this area,
given its regional context and legislative mandate?” Once
that question is addressed, managers can turn to the more
pragmatic, yet still controversial decisions of what man-
agement tools are appropriate. Reframing the question in
this manner is consistent with legislative and policy direc-
tion to protect important biophysical characteristics and
experiential values, and may eventually lead to implemen-
tation of a use limit policy, but only following extensive
analysis.

Use Limit Policies May Displace
the Problem

The net effect of implementing use limit policies without
understanding the regional context is to initiate
suboptimization effects or to displace the problem spatially.
The problem (of unacceptable impacts) has been displaced to
other places (most likely to other wildernesses or protected
areas) or to other users. The other places may not have the
institutional capacity to respond to increased use-induced
impacts, and the other users may be unfairly restricted in
access to their favorite sites, resulting in suboptimization as
they seek opportunities in settings that are not necessarily
preferred ones. Use limit policies as now implemented pro-
vide no incentive for visitors to reduce impacts (since merit
is generally not a basis for rationing use), thus exacerbating
the problem. This now occurs in some wildernesses where
some areas are closed to camping because of impacts, so
people camp elsewhere. Generally, the places that are closed
show some level of impact, so visitors are forced to camp in
other places where impacts are relatively low. This leads to
increased overall degradation, because new places are im-
pacted and the old places are not adequately restored.

Wilderness managers are faced with a difficult job. Cole
and Hammit (2000) argue that the Wilderness Act mandates
three competing objectives: wildness (untrammeled charac-
ter), naturalness (unmodified environments), and solitude
(being alone with others). Use limit policies represent at-
tempts to achieve naturalness and/or solitude (depending on
the rationale for their implementation), but hamper achieve-
ment of the wildness objective. Since not all three objectives
can be fully achieved under the demand and supply condi-
tions facing most wildernesses, choices have to be made.
What is important is explicitly identifying what goals man-
agers are seeking, recognizing that tradeoffs are occurring
and identifying the rationale for those tradeoffs.

Frameworks and Considerations
for Evaluation and Implementation
of Use Limit Policies

The above discussion raises significant questions about
the efficacy of use limit policies, but was not intended to
suggest they should never be employed. Use limit policies
may lead to distinctive and improved changes in biophysical
and experiential quality. Properly implemented, they pro-
tect, maintain or create unique, highly valued and increas-
ingly rare experiences. Their implementation reflects a
growing scarcity of recreation opportunities, and thus point
to the need for fundamental change in how society may wish
to change its behavior or allocates resources.

A Proposed Framework for Evaluation

Largely, implementation of a use limit policy, as with
other land management practices, is an experiment. As a
management experiment, the outcomes, in terms of bio-
physical impacts, visitor satisfaction, and problem displace-
ment need to be monitored and evaluated to determine the
success of the policy. Such evaluation would help managers
understand the effectiveness of use limit policies (for ex-
ample, do they work?), as well as provide a needed perspec-
tive on their efficiency in accomplishing management objec-
tives. Without evaluation to go along with their
implementation, managers have no idea if the tool worked,
the consequences of it on other dimensions of management,
and effects at larger temporal and spatial scales.

A proper framework for evaluation requires not only
specification of objectives, but also a monitoring system that
focuses on outputs, rather than inputs. This is particularly
important with respect to policies that restrict access since
this is one of the most intrusive and potentially harsh
actions that an agency can take.

What might such a framework look like? One sugges-
tion proposed by Brewer (1973) is to address four major
questions:

1. Conceptual soundness—is there a defendable theoreti-
cal foundation?

2. Technical—is it translated into practice well?
3. Ethical—who wins and who loses?
4. Pragmatic—does it work?

What is outlined below represents the types of issues,
questions and potential approaches such an evaluation
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may involve. It is designed to be suggestive rather than
definitive.

1. Conceptual soundness—is there a defendable theoreti-
cal foundation? Here a defendable theoretical foundation
would involve scientifically sound assumptions underly-
ing use limit policies. Listed below are several such
assumptions:

a. There is a definitive relationship between use level
and impact. There must be a definitive, predictable relation-
ship that demonstrates the amount of impact caused by a
given level of recreational use. This is particularly impor-
tant for use limit policies that are directed toward reducing,
limiting, or controlling recreation induced biophysical or
social impacts.

b. Social and biophysical conditions are stable. An
implicit assumption is that the social and biophysical
conditions are, or should be stable. Since use limits lead to
a single capacity, such a capacity assumes that both condi-
tions are stable (Seidl and Tisdell 1999). If such conditions
are not stable, multiple capacities and, therefore, multiple
use limits exist, suggesting that such limits are informed
by science but are social judgments.

c. A specific normative definition of carrying capac-
ity has been established. As use limits have been proposed
and implemented, they carry the implication that a specific
definition of carrying capacity for recreation has been
established.

2. Technical—is it translated into practice well? Imple-
mentation of use limit policies leads to a large number of
practical problems that managers have traditionally been
ill-equipped to address. These problems include the type of
rationing system to use to administer use limits when
demand is in excess of the limit, how to implement the
rationing system (for example, mail, telephone), staffing and
enforcement resources, legal resources needed to respond to
challenges to the system, and so on.

3. Ethical—who wins and who loses? As indicated earlier,
there are significant issues about equity and fairness. Some
argue that highly regulatory actions are fairer than volun-
tary adoption of appropriate behavior (Dustin and McAvoy
1984). What is important though is developing a better
understanding of how use limit policies affect different types
of visitors and how might those effects be mitigated. While
some research on this question has been conducted, it is
primarily conceptual in focus and needs to be examined
within the context of real people responding to real use limit
policies. Because of the lack of research on these questions,
the current state-of-knowledge about these effects is highly
speculative.

4. Pragmatic—does it work? Here, we are interested in
the practical utility of use limit policies. Such pragmatism
can be assessed by using three criteria developed by
Checkland and Scholes (1990): efficacy, efficiency, and effec-
tiveness. Efficacy, in this sense, means does a use limit
policy confine, control, or mitigate human-induced impacts?
This criterion suggests that monitoring of key impact vari-
ables is an essential—not optional—component of a use
limit policy. Without such monitoring and evaluative action,
managers have no idea if the use limit policy worked and
visitors and others interested in wilderness will have paid
certain costs without the advantage of understanding the
benefits. Efficiency deals with relationship between inputs

(usually defined as staff and funding) for a given output
(reduction in impacts). Generally speaking, managers and
citizens want tools to be efficient so that waste is minimized.
Effectiveness concerns whether a given management activ-
ity meets a longer term aim—in this case a wilderness that
shows little evidence of human-induced impacts.

This type of appraisal process would seem to be incredibly
informative to managers and would lead to a better under-
standing of not only what conditions lead to successful use
limit policies but also would speak to their design as well.

Research and Managerial Considerations

Understanding the overall value of use limit policies
requires a regional approach that would be integrative in
character and involve assessments at several scales. Re-
search would occur on both biophysical and social aspects at
both regional and local scales to better understand how use
limit policies control, mitigate, or influence impacts of recre-
ational use, how people make decisions about what sites
they visit, and the objectives for which areas within the
region are established. Such a research project would need
to address several questions:

1. What is the region of interest? Scientists would need to
define the region—the set of interacting areas and the popu-
lation upon which they draw for recreational use. This is made
difficult because many areas draw upon a national population
for visitation. The region would be defined, not so much by
administrative characteristics, but by the areas that provide
the roughly similar types of recreational opportunities.

2. What choice mechanisms are involved in selecting areas
to visit? Visitors go through some type of process to make
decisions about what areas to visit (Stankey and McCool
1985). In this process, solitude and other expectations de-
pendent on use density play varying roles in site selection.
Scientists would determine how significant such motiva-
tions or expectations were in anticipated experiences, how
these are related to other expectations, the perception of how
well a specific area provides opportunities to meet these
expectations, and the willingness of visitors to make tradeoffs.

3. What recreational opportunities exist? Research would
inventory existing management policies and objectives to
determine the supply of density dependent opportunities
and access to them. This would help identify how such
opportunities are related to the demands established ear-
lier, the appropriateness of use limit policies in achieving
these objectives, and the potential impacts of implementing
a policy in one area on others.

4. How much change in biophysical conditions has oc-
curred? In this component, scientists would inventory condi-
tions—impacts—across all the areas involved in the regional
system. This component provides scientists and managers
with the data necessary to determine the biophysical effects
of use limit policies and to make the necessary tradeoffs that
will occur explicit in management.

5. What criteria will be used in determining what oppor-
tunities will be provided and management actions will be
implemented where? Once we know how the system works,
then the next question concerns how decisions will be made.
This component requires that explicit criteria be developed
so that they can be debated.
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Given the above, what alternative frameworks might
there be to examine use limit policies at a regional scale? The
Limits of Acceptable Change framework (Stankey and oth-
ers 1986) and its derivatives (such as VERP), implemented
at a larger, system wide scale, could help managers identify
the potential issues and consequences of implementing a use
limit policy. Specifically, the notion of wilderness recreation
opportunity classes, applied to several wildernesses con-
nected in a systems context can help identify specific goals
and priorities for protecting wilderness threatened by recre-
ational impacts. An example might help describe how this
would work. A region might contain several wildernesses,
some heavily used and impacted, others showing little rela-
tive evidence of human-induced impacts. The current man-
agement approach is to limit to protect the heavily impacted
wildernesses first, and then develop plans for those that
show less impact. This approach has the consequence of
doing nothing to limit and control impacts in the heavily
used wilderness (because those impacts have already oc-
curred), but potentially endangering less impacted wilder-
nesses as visitors—engaging in suboptimizing behavior—
seek alternatives. Using an approach based on the notion of
a system in a regional context, the wildernesses with the
least impact may receive management attention first, then
those with the most impact, assuming of course, develop-
ment and acceptance of appropriate goals (Cole 1997).

Conclusion_____________________
Recreation use limit policies are but one alternative in the

manager’s box of tools to limit, control, and mitigate human-
induced biophysical and social impacts in wilderness and
similar protected areas. They have been adopted in a variety
of situations, beginning initially with whitewater rivers in
the West, but often with little attention to the validity of
their theoretical foundations, distributional effects on users,
and displacement of problems to other similar regional
resources. Their implementation without formal evaluation
leads open a number of questions, particularly those dealing
with their efficacy in confining, controlling, and limiting
impacts and their effects at larger temporal and spatial
scales.

Protected areas exist and should be managed within a
regional context, a proposition well established in the out-
door recreation management and research literature. Con-
tinuing to ignore this proposition will have potentially se-
vere impacts on relatively pristine resources as visitors
attempt to find acceptable substitutes for the places they
originally sought to access. Most problematic is the lack of
knowledge that prevents definitive conclusions about the
efficacy of use limit policies.

The academic community has been slow to study the
efficacy of recreation use limit policies. Substantial research
has been conducted on visitor perceptions of use density and
encounters and how these relate to feelings of satisfaction.
Other scientists have examined relationships between visi-
tor use and biophysical impacts. The literature in these two
areas has increased our knowledge about the character of
recreational use, experiences and impacts with accompany-
ing generic implications for management.

Scientists have important roles in management decisions,
ranging from helping to identify the acceptability of the
various tradeoffs involved in use limit decisions through
identifying appropriate frameworks for their use, imple-
mentation and evaluation to advising managers on the
regional system affected by a use limit policy. We also need
science to help managers (and their affected publics) pursue
venues that will determine what wilderness experience
opportunities will be provided where.

Overcoming these issues requires that not only manage-
ment understand and account for the regional context, but
that research be conducted at a regional level too. Doing
things at a regional level requires that a number of barriers
be overcome—conflicting mandates, differing agency cul-
tures, academic territories, functionalism and disciplinariasm,
and inadequate funding. But in the long run, it is the only way
in which the functionality of use limit policies can be ad-
equately assessed.
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