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Preface 

In the summer of 2004, I served as a recreation planning intern with the Bureau 

of Land Management (BLM), at the Ely Nevada Field Office . I was responsible for the 

preparation of the "Recreation Project Plan for the Chief Mountain Motorized 

Trailheads" (Appendix 1 ), which was a tremendous learning opportunity for me, since I 

had little experience with planning and designing for motorized use. The project piqued 

my interest into learning more about motorized recreation on public lands, which in turn 

led to this thesis on social carrying capacity of motorized users. This is a new area of 

research that is important to understand when planning and managing our public lands. 

Introduction 

Motorized recreation use is on the rise in the United States. In Utah alone , there 

were 74,452 registered and a total of 162,000 off-highway vehicles (OHV) in 2002 

(Fisher 2002 p.2) , and in 1991, $180 million ofrevenue was accounted for this activity 

(Prettyman 1991 ). About three fourths of all use is on our public lands (Fisher 2002 , 

p.18). Instead of waiting until the use becomes a major problem, public land agencies are 

taking active parts in planning for this recreation activity. Their responses have included 

the designation of motorized areas , setting recreation carrying capacities , and educating 

users on how they should treat their public lands. An example of this proactive 

management approach can be seen in the Ely Field Office (EFO) where I interned during 

the summer of 2004. So far, the EFO has designated Chief Mountain, which is 100,000 

acres out of the 10 million acres that they manage , as a designated motorized use area 

(see Appendix 1, p.25-27). They have also developed education programs to teach users 



how to minimize their impacts on the land, and on other user's experience. One 

management technique that hasn't been used yet by the EFO is the development of a 

social carrying capacity, which is one of the four types of recreation carrying capacities 

that managers can use. 

In this paper, I will discuss the different types ofrecreation carrying capacity, and 

their uses. I will focus specifically on social carrying capacity because it is so important 

to understand who the user is and what affects their recreation experience. By better 

understanding the user and their needs, we can understand what kind of a social carrying 

capacity should be set, if at all. There are different ways to measure and determine social 

carrying capacities. I will go over these, as well as statistics on motorized users from 

four different surveys. By understanding who the user is, managers can make better 

decisions that will affect their recreation experience. This study will help the BLM as 

well as others who manage motorized use, with determining their social carrying 

capacity. 

Recreation Carrying Capacities 

The popularity ofwildland recreation boomed in the 1950's and 1960's (Manning 

1999, p67). With this boom came impacts to the environment and a diminishment of user 

expenence. Since that time, recreation activity on public lands has continued to rise year 

after year, making this one of the most important issues that recreation managers deal 

with. Managers have needed a way to assess these impacts that could fit into the existing 

organizational framework of their agencies, and so carrying capacity has emerged as an 

appropriate tool. Wildlife and range managers are familiar with the concept of carrying 
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