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A RE wilderness users a wealthy 
elite whose income affords them 

opportunities to use wilderness areas 
that less wealthy people are denied? 
Is wilderness incompatible with the 
concept of multiple use? Are we head
ing toward a situation where a pre
ponderant share of our public lands 
will be "locked up" in wilderness? 

These questions occur repeatedly in 
public hearings on wilderness propos
als and reflect a disturbing situation. 
Such hearings should serve as forums, 
where the optimum "mix" of wilder
ness and other forms of resource man
agement is decided. Decisions about 
how such allocations will be made 
ideally should reflect an effort to op
timize net benefits to society. 

In making these decisions, however, 
it is mandatory to identify those con
tentions that, although incorrect, have 
achieved a level of uncontested ac
ceptance among many people. These 
myths1 greatly reduce the efficacy of 
the public hearing process. Conse
quently, they tend to promote deci
sions that may not contribute to the 
optimum public benefit. 

Such decisions necessarily must con
sider both facts ( data susceptible to 
corroboration) and values ( how a per
son or group feels). It is difficult to 
assess the "wrongness" or "rightness" 
of values. For example, some argue 
that wilderness is necessary for the 
spiritual values it imparts to society. 
Perhaps, but it is impossible to either 
substantiate or contradict such a state
ment with our present level of knowl
edge. Many other statements, however, 
treat topics on which information from 
scientific research or established pol
icy is available to corroborate, contra
dict, or modify the contention. 

In view of the availability of such 
information, the persistence of such 
statements as "only the wealthy can 
visit wilderness" suggests a disturb
ingly low level of knowledge on the 

lMyth may seem like a harsh and unreason
able term, but its definition is appropriate to 
the discussion here: "An ill-founded belief 
held uncritically, especially by an interested 
group" (Webster's Seventh New Collegiate 
Dictionary) . 
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part of many people who seek to in
fluence the wilderness decision-mak
ing process. 

Income, Costs, and Wilderness Uses 

How do the income characteristics 
of wilderness visitors compare with 
those of the nation as a whole? Are 
the costs of wilderness recreation such 
that it is beyond the means of most 
people? 

The Wildland Research Center ( 24) 
reported to the Outdoor Recreation 
Resources Review Commission in 1962 
that persons with family incomes ex
ceeding $10,000 comprised 33 percent 
of the visitors in three wilderness 
study areas, while this income group 
represented only 13 percent of the 
population of the U. S. Similarly, in 
1958, Lucas ( 10) found that 30 per
cent of the paddling canoeists and 28 
percent of the motor canoeists in Min
nesota's Boundary Waters Canoe Area 
had incomes over $10,000. 

A 1967 study in Oregon revealed 
that persons with incomes exceeding 
$9,000 comprised nearly 40 percent of 
the wilderness visitor total, while only 
19 percent of the Oregon population 
had a similar income (2). In 1967, 
20 percent of the visitors to the Bob 
Marshall Wilderness and 15 percent 
of those visiting the Mission Moun
tains Primitive Area had incomes over 
$15,000, while only about 5 percent 
of the U. S. population was in this 
income category ( 11 ) . 

Clearly, higher income categories 
appear to be disproportionately repre
sented among wilderness visitors. The 
reason for this, some suggest, is that 
persons in lower income categories 
cannot afford to visit wilderness areas. 
If this contention indeed is valid, the 
daily costs incurred by wilderness vis
itors ought to be substantially greater 
than those paid by other recreation
ists. Available information suggests 
that such costs are quite low, how
ever.2 

The 1962 Wildland Research Center 
report (24) indicated that 57 percent 

2Daily costs cited are for summer visitors 
only; fall users, primarily hunters, are not 
included. Virtually no information is avail
able on fall wilderness visitors, and it is 
likely they differ from summer visitors in 
many respects. Neither do the costs reflect 
those incurred by persons traveling with a 
large organization, such as the Sierra Club 
or American Forestry Association. These 
groups represent only a small percentage of 
total wilderness use, however. 
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of the visitors contacted spent $5 or 
less per person per day. Moreover, 
about half the wilderness recreation
ists in the income brackets of $5,000 
to $9,999 and $10,000 to $14,999 re
ported a cost per person per day of $3 
or less. There was no significant dif
ference in the amounts spent by visit
ors in these two income groups. 

Daily costs of other forms of recre
ation vary widely. The National Rec
reation Survey indicated that daily 
expenditures for vacations, trips, and 
outings averaged $5 per person in 
1960-61 (15). Estimated daily costs 
for campers in Oregon averaged $2.75 
(14). A study of water-based recre
ation in Nevada revealed an average 
daily expenditure of $17 for a party 
of four persons ( 12). Herrington 
found that the average daily expendi
ture per skier was $20 ( 6). Campers 
in a Louisiana state park incurred 
average daily costs of $3 ( 23). LaPage 
( 7) reported $11 as the average daily 
expenditure per party for campers in 
New Hampshire state parks (party 
size was not reported). Finally, a 
study of outdoor recreation in Wyom
ing indicated that daily expenditures 
per vacationing party averaged nearly 
$35, or about $11 per person (16). 

These studies suggest that costs as
sociated with wilderness recreation 
appear to be comparable or lower 
than those associated with other out
door recreation activities. 

One additional contention merits 
consideration here. Will lower income 
groups find greater opportunities for 
outdoor recreation if areas previously 
in a de facto wilderness state are 
developed with road access and camp
grounds? Many contend they will. 
However, evidence from at least three 
studies suggests that lower income 
groups also are under-represented in 
roadside campgrounds relative to their 
proportion of the U. S. population. 
In fact, this evidence indicates that 
they comprise a smaller percentage of 
the roadside campground population 
than of the wilderness camping popu
lation. 

Merriam and Ammons ( 11) report
ed that about 20 percent of the wilder
ness visitors they contacted had in
comes under $5,000. Only 5 percent 
of the roadside campground users fell 
into this income category. In 1964, 
the year of their study, the under
$5.000 income group represented close 
to 40 percent of the U. S. population. 



An earlier study by Lucas ( 10) pro
duced similar findings: Persons with 
incomes under $4,000 comprised 24 
percent of his wilderness sample but 
only 10 percent of the roadside camp
ground population. For the country 
as a whole, persons with incomes 
under $4,000 accounted for 37 per
cent of the population in 1958. 

Finally, Burch and Wenger (2) 
found essentially no difference in 
income characteristics among easy
access (vehicle) campers and remote 
(wilderness) · campers in Oregon. 
This held true for the income cate
gories of under $3,000 and $3,001 to 
$5,999. 

Thus the costs incurred by any 
group of recreationists appear to be 
influenced more by the particular de
sires and preferences of the individu
als than by their incomes. The Wild
land Research Center ( 24) concluded, 
". . . wilderness use is not so much 
dependent on high income as it is 
related to taste preferences in recre
ation." Lucas ( 10) reached a similar 
conclusion: "Income seems to be more 
necessary than sufficient as an expla
nation of recreation choices. Money 
does not form tastes, it limits their 
expression, but few people would be 
priced out of the market here ( Boun
dary Waters Canoe Area) for any 
type of recreation, with the possible 
exception of . . . resorts and private 
cabins." The causal relationship be
tween wealth and wilderness visita
tion is valid only insofar as increased 
income is associated with changes in 
outdoor recreation preferences. 

Preference formation and changes 
are not clearly understood. However, 
it has been documented that wilder
ness use is a function of education. 
College-educated persons are greatly 
over-represented among wilderness 
users. Of course, education is closely 
related to income. In fact, education 
probably is a more important consid
eration than income in determining 
the underlying causal factor or factors 
that form or change recreation prefer
ences. 

Leisure Time and Length of Stay 

The relationship between an indi
vidual's leisure time and the length of 
his wilderness visit represents another 
area of misunderstanding. Generally, 
people think of the typical wilderness 
trip as a lengthy affair and the wilder
ness user as one who has an above-
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average amount of leisure time. Evi
dence tends to refute both beliefs. 

The Wildland Research Center ( 24) 
indicated that only 10 percent of the 
visits to the Mount Marcy area of 
New York were over one week long; 
only 35 percent of the visits to the 
Boundary Waters Canoe Area exceed
ed one week. Only in the Sierra did 
visits of more than one week predomi
nate ( 54 percent). However, this 
study had no control for length-of
stay bias ( a 'bias stemming from the 
fact that the longer an individual 
stays in an area, the greater his 
chances of being contacted) ( 9) 
Consequently, the average lengths of 
stay are exaggerated. 

Merriam and Ammons ( 11 ) found 
that wilderness trips ranged from 2 to 
8 days and averaged less than 5 days 
in the Bob Marshall Wilderness, Mis
sion Mountains, and Glacier Park 
backcountry. Again, no control for 
the length-of-stay bias was applied. 
The researchers noted that length of 
stay was more a function of an area's 
size and the type of activity provided 
by the specific location than of a vis
itor's available leisure time. 

Lucas' findings in the Boundary 
Waters Canoe Area support this con
clusion (10). Although Forest Service 
officials estimated the average length 
of stay to be 5 days, Lucas, correcting 
for length-of-stay bias, found it to be 
about 1.75 days. Hendee and associ
ates ( 5) found that wilderness users 
in the Pacific Northwest averaged 
about six trips in 1965, with the aver
age trip lasting about two days. Visits 
to the Mission Mountains Primitive 

"Area average only about 14 hours? 
Burch and Wenger (2) presented 

additional evidence contradicting the 
notion that wilderness trips require 
inordinate amounts of leisure time. 
They found that persons with less 
than one week's vacation were over
represented among remote ( wilder
ness) campers, while those with three 
weeks' vacation were under-represent
ed when compared with the general 
population groups these recreationists 
represented. The authors concluded, 
" ... it seems that a shorter vacation 
time is not noticeably inhibitory for 
those who desire a wilderness trip, 
and remote campers are less, not more, 

3From preliminary results of a study being 
cor,ducted by the Intermountain Forest and 
Range Experiment Station. 



likely to be persons with more vaca
tion time." 

The distribution of leisure time 
throughout our society is decidedly 
uneven. "Most of the real gain in 
leisure in the United States has come 
to private nonagricultural industries 
. . . most markedly in manufacturing 
and mining .... Professionals, execu
tives, officials, and other civil servants 
... have benefited little ... " (25). 
Yet it is these latter occupational cate
gories that most wilderness visitors 
represent. 

Any attempt to explain wilderness 
use solely in terms of a single socio
economic characteristic, such as in
come or leisure time, can only result 
in erroneous conclusions. The pro
pensity to visit wilderness seems to be 
a function of the complex - and· ad
mittedly little understood - prefer
ences of the individual. While income 
and leisure time are components of 
preference formation, neither appear 
to be inhibitory to those individuals 
already visiting wilderness areas. 
What is needed is a clearer under
standing of how preferences are in
fluenced by life style and other socio
psychological parameters, for exam
ple, stage of life cycle, membership 
in conservation organizations, etc. ( 3). 

A Multiple Use Product 

Classifying an area as wilderness 
often is criticized on the grounds that 
such action contradicts the Congres
sional mandate of multiple use and 
sustained yield. Critics view wilder
ness and multiple use as mutually ex
clusive concepts. However, the Mul
tiple Use-Sustained Yield Act of 1960 
(19) clearly recognizes and defines 
the position of wilderness in multiple 
use management. Section 2 of the act 
notes: "The establishment and main
tenance of areas of wilderness are 
consistent with the purposes of this 
Act." The act further reads: "That 
some of the land will be used for less 
than all of the resources ... with con
sideration being given to the relative 
values of the various resources , and 
not necessarily the combination of 
uses that will give the greatest dollar 
return or the greatest unit output." 

The Wilderness Act ( 20) itself spe
cifically notes that " ... nothing in this 
Act shall be deemed to be in inter
ference with the purpose for which 
national forests are established as set 
forth in the ... Multiple Use-Sus-
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tained Yield Act of June 12, 1960." 
Viewed together, the two acts rep

resent a legislative effort to resolve 
the legitimate but often conflicting de
mands of competing interest groups. 
Multiple use embodies the goal of 
optimizing net benefits to society. In 
doing so, it must necessarily accommo
date diverse and conflicting demands 
that often are difficult to measure in 
the marketplace. Wilderness repre
sents one of . these demands. The 
question remaining is not whether 
wilderness is a legitimate component 
of the multiple use scheme, but rather 
what are its dimensions in that 
scheme? Ultimately, only public de
mand and willingness to pay the costs 
involved, as experienced through the 
political process, can resolve this 
question. 

Wilderness Management Challenges 

Does the designation of an area as 
wilderness imply a decision to forsake 
any management efforts? All too often 
this notion seems apparent among 
both those favoring and those oppos
ing wilderness. Wilderness is viewed 
by some as land with a line drawn 
around it to be left alone. In light of 
the rapidly growing recreational use 
of these areas and of the objective of 
securing an enduring wilderness re
source for present and future genera
tions, however, wilderness manage
ment today poses one of the great 
challenges to imaginative planning. 

For example, a number of broad 
management problems facing the For
est Service in the High Sierra have 
been pinpointed - dispersal of visitors, 
use limitations, increasing levels of 
stock use, and deterioration of high 
alpine meadows ( 17). Wilderness 
rangers already patrol some areas to 
make public contact, maintain trails, 
measure remaining campsite forage, 
direct horse use, enforce regulations, 
clean up litter, and provide emergen
cy assistance. 

Management of wilderness users 
poses a number of complex adminis
trative and research problems. Re
solving these problems will provide a 
more accurate assessment of the ef
fects of any given decision on users 
as well as a more efficient means of 
establishing management priorities. 
This latter point is especially perti
nent during times of serious man
power and budgetary constraints. 

Initially, an improved system for 

measuring recreation use within wil
derness is needed. Coupled with this 
is the need to determine ( 1) visitor 
use patterns within wilderness areas; 
( 2) factors affecting use patterns, and 
( 3) user attitudes and preferences 
with regard to levels of use, types of 
development, and various methods of 
user control ( use permits, fees, etc.). 
Administrative and research efforts 
are badly needed in the development 
and application of techniques for 
modifying or controlling visitor be
havior. 

Challenges to ecological manage
ment are similarly great ( 4, 8, 18). 
The Wilderness Act requires that nat
ural ecological processes be allowed 
to operate uncontrolled ("untram
meled") by man. This requirement 
presupposes an understanding of the 
ecological processes creating specific 
environments. For example, fire is 
recognized as a natural component of 
most ecosystems. To a large extent, 
however, it has been effectively elimi
nated through various £re control 
measures and programs. As a result, 
widespread changes in vegetative 
cover have occurred, and the pattern 
of ecological succession has been dis
turbed. 

Techniques to safely reintroduce 
£re or its effects may need to be de
veloped. This may involve prescribed 
burning or simply the decision to limit 
£re suppression. 

Sanitation also is a problem, and 
one of special concern to managers in 
the Boundary Waters Canoe Area (1) 
and Idaho's Salmon River Breaks 
Primitive Area. 

The Range of Choice 

Opinions vary widely about the size 
of the wilderness system, particularly 
in terms of its rate of growth and its 
relationship to the nation's total land 
resource base. Figure 1 shows the 
growth between 1930 and 1969 of the 
total area classified as wilderness, 
wild, primitive, or canoe. As can be 
seen, the 1930's represented a period 
of rapid growth and expansion. Be
tween 1940 and 1969, however, acre
age increased only about 5 percent. 

As of December 31, 1969, there 
were 9,929,102 acres in the national 
wilderness preservation system ( 21 ) . 
This represents one-half of one per
cent of the conterminous U. S. 

Projecting the future size of the 
wilderness system is a highly specu-
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lative venture. The magnitude of 1• 

error could be considerable. On the 
other hand, it is possible to define the 

1
• 

approximate range within which a 12 

choice about wilderness can be made. 
The following tabulation represents ,. 
an effort to delimit the maximum acre
age potentially available for study as • 
possible wilderness, exclusive of Alas- • 
ka. (Alaska's unique characteristics -
remoteness, developing landownership 
pattern - prompt the portrayal of that 
state's contribution to the system in a 
later section.) 

I 
I 

ENACTMENT OF I 
WILDERNESS ACT/I 

I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

Agency 
Forest Service 
National Park Service 
Bureau of Sports Fisheries 

and Wildlife 

Acreage 
(millions) 

21.3 
19.8 

Bureau of Land Management 
4.2 
2.2 

Total 47.5 
The 21.3-million-acre figure for the 

Forest Service includes 9.9 million 
acres currently in the national wilder
ness preservation system, 4.4 million 
acres now classified as primitive, and 
7 million acres in de facto wilderness. 
The latter figure is difficult to esti
mate. As part of its nationwide in
ventory of wilderness in 1960, the 
Wildland Research Center ( 24) re
ported that about 7 million acres of 
unreserved national forest land existed 
in the 48 states. Some of this de facto 
wilderness since has been developed; 
hence, it no longer would qualify as 
wilderness. However, assuming there 
were some under-reporting errors in 
the 1960 estimate, we may use the 7-
million-acre figure as a maximum esti
mate of the present de facto acreage. 

The National Park Service has des
ignated 54 units of the national park 
system as qualifying for study under 
the Wilderness Act. Aggregate acre
age of these areas is 19.8 million ( 21). 

The Bureau of Sports Fisheries and 
Wildlife is reviewing 76 areas ( exclu
sive of Alaska). Total acreage of 
these units is 4.2 million ( 22). 

Although the Wilderness Act does 
not require the Bureau of Land Man
agement to evaluate and classify areas 
for wilderness, the agency may desig
nate suitable areas for wilderness 
preservation under the Classifica tion 
and Multiple-Use Act of 1964. At 
present, 2.2 million acres in the con
terminous U. S. have been identified 
as potential wilderness areas under 
this act (21 ). 
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Figure 1. Accumulated wilderness acreage ·in the 
48 conterminous states, 1930-1968. 

Thus about 2.5 percent of the na
tion, exclusive of Alaska, appears to 
possess the resource characteristics to 
qualify for study as wilderness. 

Alaska, A Special Case 

As mentioned earlier, Alaska is 
unique from the standpoint of wilder
ness. Despite advances in travel tech
nology, the state is still remote from 
the bulk of the nation's population. 
Furthermore, the status of its public 
lands is not entirely clear. Under the 
Alaskan Statehood Act, the state has 
an option on certain public lands. 
Until the trans-Alaska oil pipeline 
controversy is resolved, it will remain 
a question mark for the future man
agement direction of part of the state. 

Nevertheless, it is possible to est~
mate with some accuracy the amount 
of land now under study for possible 
wilderness classification in Alaska. 

Agency 
Forest Service 
National Park Service 
Bureau of Sports Fisheries 

and Wildlife 

Acreage 
(millions) 

2.5 
7.5 

Bureau of Land Management 
22.7 
8.8 

Total 41.5 

The Forest Service figure represents 
the acreage of five study areas on the 
Tongass and Chugach National For
ests. There is a possibility that other 
study areas will be designated, but 
this is speculative. 

The 7.5-million-acre figure for the 
National Park Service represents the 
gross acreage under study in Glacier 
Bay National Monument, Katmai Na
tional Monument, and Mount McKin
ley National Park (13). 

At present, about 75,000 acres of 
Bureau of Sports Fisheries and Wild
life land have been recommended for 
wilderness classification. Almost 23 
million acres must yet be studied ( 22) . 

Finally, 8.8 million acres of Bureau 
of Land Management land are under 
study as potential wilderness under 
the terms of the Classification and 
Multiple-Use Act (21 ). 

The combined acreage under study 
in the 48 states and Hawaii ( 47.5 mil
lion acres) and in Alaska totals 89 mil
lion acres. This represents 3.9 percent 
of the 50 states. Obviously, not all the 
acreage under study will be classified 
as wilderness. Some simply does not 
meet Wilderness Act requirements. 
In other cases, wilderness classifica
tion would hamper the management 
objectives for some of these lands. 

Speculations on Size 

With these latter thoughts in mind, 
I speculated on what the dimensions 
of the national wilderness preserva
tion system might be ( Table 1). The 
operational assumptions, where pos
sible, are based on projections of 
agencies' past records of wilderness 
classification. 

From a national perspective, the 
potential acreage available for pos
sible inclusion in the national wilder
ness preservation system is just less 
than 72 million acres, about 3 percent 
of the country. The total acreage 
would be divided almost equally be
tween the conterminous U. S. ( and 
Hawaii), with 35.8 million acres, and 
Alaska, with 35.7 million acres. These 
areas represent 1.9 percent of the 48 
states and Hawaii and 9.5 percent of 
Alaska. 

Under terms of the Wilderness Act, 
the national wilderness preservation 
system will be substantially complete 
by 1974.4 Thus we may expect rela
tively rapid growth in the size of the 
system during the next few years. 
Within the next decade it will reach 
its maximum extent or close to it, and 
it will be on this acreage that the 
"benefits of an enduring resource of 
wilderness" ( 20) must be provided. 

A Final Comment 

While areas suitable for wilderness 
classification in America are limited, 

4De facto wilderness in the national forests 
is the major exception; additions from these 
areas would largely be made ( if they are 
made) after 1974. 
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