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ARTHUR CARHART NATIONAL WILDERNESS TRAINING CENTER

MINIMUM REQUIREMENTS

                     DECISION GUIDE

OVERVIEW

“. . . except as necessary to meet minimum requirements for the administration of the area for the purpose of this Act...”

– the Wilderness Act, 1964


Introduction

The Minimum Requirements Decision Guide (MRDG) is designed to assist wilderness managers in making appropriate decisions in wilderness.  Use of the MRDG requires familiarity with the difference between wilderness and other public lands as defined by the Wilderness Act
This Overview document provides general information about the MRDG process, its origination, and how it relates to other processes such as NEPA analysis.  Please refer to the accompanying MRDG Instructions and MRDG Worksheets for specific information about completing the MRDG.

Wilderness Act Guidance

The concept of Minimum Requirements comes from Section 4(c) of the Wilderness Act of 1964: 

“Except as specifically provided for in this Act, and subject to existing private rights, there shall be no commercial enterprise and no permanent road within any wilderness area designated by this Act and except as necessary to meet minimum requirements for the administration of the area for the purpose of this Act (including measures required in emergencies involving the

health and safety of persons within the area), there shall be no temporary road, no use of

motor vehicles, motorized equipment or motorboats, no landing of aircraft, no other form of mechanical transport, and no structure or installation within any such area.” (emphasis added)

Applicable actions include, but are not limited to, scientific monitoring, research, recreational developments (trails, bridges, signs, etc.), and activities related to special provisions mandated by the Wilderness Act or subsequent legislation (such as grazing, exercising mineral rights, access to inholdings, maintenance of water developments, and commercial services).

The following three boxes contain excerpts from the Wilderness Act of 1964 that may be useful reminders of key provisions of the law applicable to the use of this Minimum Requirements Decision Guide.




In addition to the Wilderness Act, subsequent legislation and agency policy may influence determination of the minimum required for action.  In some instances, Agencies have included more guidance and definitions in their respective policies.  Please See Agency Guidelines for more specific information. 

Use of this Guide

The MRDG is a process to identify, analyze, and select management actions that are the minimum necessary for wilderness administration.  It applies this direction from the Act and incorporates a two-step process.  Step 1 determines whether administrative action is necessary.  If action is found to be necessary, then Step 2 provides guidance for determining the minimum activity.  Step 2 has been referred to as determining the minimum tool but could include any type of activity, method, or equipment. 
The MRDG can be used as:


- a process for evaluation and documentation;


- a guide to help discuss proposals with interested parties; or


- a review of on-going management practices to determine if they are necessary or if a 


  less intrusive practice can be implemented.

The level of detail and effort necessary to effectively utilize the MRDG process depends on the scope and complexity of the issue or problem being considered.  One person might adequately analyze simple actions; complex actions may require the coordination of several resource specialists.  Likewise, some issues warrant public scoping and involvement with stakeholders to provide information, gather input, and make a better decision.

The MRDG Worksheets provide a series of questions about the necessity of taking any action to resolve a situation and the most appropriate methods or tools to use.  The decision to approve an action is a critical aspect of wilderness management.  At times, the decision is not straightforward and requires a delicate balancing act.

Emergencies

Do not use the MRDG for emergency situations; follow procedures already outlined in approved emergency plans.  The minimum requirements concept should be incorporated into such plans when they are being prepared, so that minimum necessary methods and tools are being utilized to meet the needs of the emergency.

Safety
The safety of wilderness visitors, employees, volunteers, and contractors is a priority in all decisions and actions.  Complying with Section 4(c) of The Wilderness Act and conducting a minimum requirements analysis using the MRDG does not alter or diminish this need.

The MRDG is intended to help identify, analyze and select management actions that are the minimum necessary for wilderness without compromising safety. A fair and honest evaluation of all available options, within agency safety requirements, is needed to make an appropriate decision for wilderness.  Wilderness managers are encouraged to learn, cultivate, and share traditional and primitive skills and develop alternative minimum impact methods and tools that allow activities to be accomplished safely with a minimal amount of impairment to the wilderness character.

The MRDG and NEPA 

The Minimum Requirements Decision Guide is designed to assist with preparation of a NEPA analysis, if needed, but is not a substitute for a NEPA analysis.  Portions of the MRDG may be transferable to a subsequent NEPA analysis as shown below.

Agency NEPA guidelines do not necessarily require a process to determine if administrative action in wilderness is necessary or to select the administrative activity that causes the least adverse effect to the wilderness resource and character.  The MRDG provides a method to determine the necessity of an action and how to minimize impacts; NEPA analysis compares and discloses the environmental effects of alternatives, documents a decision, and requires public involvement.

Process Comparison

	Minimum Requirements Decision Guide
	NEPA Analysis

	
	

	STEP 1: Determine if Action is necessary.
	

	     Description
	Purpose and need for action

Existing environment or condition

	Valid existing rights, special provisions, other legislation, or other guidance from policy or plans (Step 1 A-C) 
	Management direction

	     Wilderness character (Step 1 E)

     Public purposes of wilderness (Step 1 F)
	Issues

	
	

	STEP 2: Determine the minimum tool.
	

	     Alternative descriptions
	Proposed Action and Alternatives

	     Alternative comparison criteria
	Alternative comparison by issues

	     Effects to wilderness character
	Environmental consequences

	     Selected alternative
	Decision

	     Rationale
	Reasons for the decision

	     Monitoring/reporting requirements
	Decision conditions


The MRDG and the Planning Process

The degree to which a MRDG can be useful in the planning process will vary depending on the scope of the process and the objectives for the plan. Listed below are the three typical planning levels in use by the agencies and a suggested use of the MRDG.

	Planning Level
	Use of the MRDG

	Comprehensive Land Use Planning (i.e. forest plans, park plans, refuge plans, resource management plans, and wilderness management plans) 

- Establish or modify desired condition, general unit standards or guidelines and/or make land use allocations


	Use the MRDG to help screen alternatives in anticipation of the need to authorize actions in the future while insuring the preservation of wilderness resource and character.

	Programmatic Planning (i.e. Trail Plans, Weeds Treatment Plans, Monitoring Plans, Restoration Plans, Step Down Plans, etc.)

- Analysis of multiple, similar, or routine project proposals or activities (trail maintenance, monitoring, dam maintenance, etc.) in one assessment
	Use the MRDG to prepare a single analysis for similar, current, and/or future actions where the social and biophysical values and potential effects will be nearly identical. 

Create a ‘decision tree’ or ‘GO/NO GO checklist’ to be able to assess the necessity for action involving the Section 4(c) uses as similar needs come along in the future.

	Project or Site Specific Planning (i.e. wildlife survey, stream crossing, trail repair, weed treatment, etc.)

- Analysis of site-specific or non-recurring actions.
	Use the MRDG to determine if administrative action is necessary and, if so, determine the minimum activity.


Habits, Assumptions, and the Spirit of the Wilderness Act
Limited budgets and other priorities for staff and crew time make implementing the minimum requirements provision of the Wilderness Act more challenging.  It’s tempting to use the Section 4(c) provision, and the MRDG to justify an exception to allow use of motorized equipment, or any of the other prohibited uses, thinking we will get the job done quicker, easier, or cheaper without having to obtain the additional primitive/traditional skills training or tools or utilize an unfamiliar method. 
The National Wilderness Preservation System was established, in part, to designate lands as wilderness to guard against a “growing mechanization” and to provide for areas to be managed “in contrast’ to other lands. The Wilderness Act contains no provision that mandates use of ‘quicker, cheaper, and easier’ as criteria for authorizing any of the prohibited uses.  The only criteria is to determine that it is the minimum necessary requirement. Agency policy further defines or adds to this decision criteria. 
The myths about safety, cost, efficiency, and resource protection related to use of primitive/traditional skills, tools, and travel methods vs. motorized equipment can be dispelled.  Training and tools are available, and the wilderness resource and character can be protected with creative use of information, education, and even temporary closures if necessary.  Habits that make us think that motorized equipment is the best choice can be changed and the MRDG can help if it is used as an analysis tool and not a justification statement or approval form.
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What is the purpose of wilderness?





“In order to assure that an increasing population, accompanied by expanding settlement and growing mechanization, does not occupy and modify all areas within the United States…, leaving no lands designated for preservation and protection in their natural condition, it is hereby declared to be the policy of Congress to secure for the American people of present and future generations the benefits of an enduring resource of wilderness.” Section 2(a)





How is wilderness administered?





“…shall be administered for the use and enjoyment of the American people in such manner as will leave them unimpaired for future use and enjoyment as wilderness, and so as to provide for the protection of these areas, the preservation of their wilderness character, and for the gathering and dissemination of information regarding their use and enjoyment as wilderness…” Section 2(a)


 


“A wilderness, in contrast with those areas where man and his works dominate the landscape, is hereby recognized as an area where the earth and its community of life are untrammeled by man, where man is a visitor who does not remain.”  Section 2(c)





“An area of wilderness is…protected and managed so as to preserve its natural conditions and… its preservation and use in an unimpaired condition...” Section 2(c)





“…each agency administering wilderness... shall be responsible for preserving the wilderness character of the area...” Section 4(b)





“…wilderness areas shall be devoted to the public purposes of recreational, scenic, scientific, educational, conservation, and historical use.” Section 4(b)








What is wilderness? 





“…lands designated for preservation and protection in their natural condition…” Section 2(a) 





“…an area of undeveloped Federal land retaining its primeval character and influence, without permanent improvements or human habitation…” Section 2(c)





“…generally appears to have been affected primarily by the forces of nature, with the imprint of man’s work substantially unnoticeable…” Section 2(c)





“…has outstanding opportunities for solitude or a primitive and unconfined type of recreation…and may also contain ecological, geological, or other features of scientific, educational, scenic, or historical value.” Section 2(c)
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