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Mountain Accord and Visitor Use 
Management 
1.2 The intent of the Accord is to benefit 
current and future generations by 
establishing an integrated, 
comprehensive, landscape-scale 
framework for the future of the Central 
Wasatch Mountains that provides for the 
long-term protection of the region’s 
water, lands, environment, recreational 
opportunities, and economic prosperity. 
The signers of the Accord support a 
transportation system that serves these 
values. 

Specifically, the signers of the Accord 
seek:  
1.7.1. A natural ecosystem that is 
conserved, protected and restored such 
that it is healthy, functional, and resilient 
for current and future generations.  
1.7.2. A recreation system that provides 
a range of settings and accommodates 
current and increasing demand by 
encouraging high levels of use at 
thoughtfully designed locations (nodes) 
with convenient access, while protecting 
solitude, nature, and other backcountry 
values. 



Visitor Use Management 
• VUM is a PROactive and adaptive process, that applies 

different strategies to achieve desired resource conditions. 
• VUM is supported by natural science and social science data; 
• VUM is applicable to all visitor-based recreation amenities.



Visitors and Recreation Impact

• Assumption: Recreation impacts (crowding, user conflict, 
ecological degradation, waste, infrastructure impacts, negative 
community impacts etc.) have a direct linear relationship with 
visitation. More visitors = More impacts. 

• Reality: Impacts are NOT linear and can vary depending on 
several factors (durability, seasonality, and management 
strategies)
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How Do We 
Manage/Understand 

Visitation?
Is there a limit to how many people can (or should) visit 

a place?



Carrying Capacity 

Sarma, 2012



Carrying Capacity and Recreation

  Ecological

 
  Social 

  Cultural and Community 

  Physical  

What is Carrying Capacity? 
Carrying capacity is largely understood as the limit or maximum 

number of people a given unit of land (trail, park, town, city, etc.) 
can support on a sustained basis without destruction of the 

resources base.  



Understanding Social Norms

Hypothetical social norm curve, Manning, 2002



Stated Choice Approaches 

• A second approach to understanding social norms of 
carrying capacity is the concept of stated preference choice 
model. In this approach recreationist are asked to evaluate 
and choose between potential scenarios. 

(Kohlhardt et al., 2018)
Oh et al., 2007



Stated Choice Approach Activity 
Consider the following scenarios: 
• Option A: It is mid-July, and you are planning a hike on a Wednesday 

during peak summer season. You choose to hike to Lake Blanche in Big 
Cottonwood Canyon, a highly popular alpine lake known for its 
dramatic scenery and challenging climb. Due to high demand, a 
parking permit is required to access the trailhead. The permit must be 
booked at least 7 days in advance and costs $10 per vehicle or a free 
shuttle is available. Without a permit, the chance of finding parking is 
very low, and you would likely need to change your plans. You expect 
the trail to be moderately to highly busy, though less crowded than on 
a weekend. Travel time from the Salt Lake Valley is approximately 35 to 
45 minutes

Option B: It is mid-July, and you are planning a hike on a Saturday 
during peak summer season. You choose to hike in the Lakes Mary, 
Martha, and Catherine area near Brighton in Big Cottonwood Canyon. 
This area offers multiple alpine lakes and expansive mountain views, 
with a somewhat less strenuous experience overall. A parking permit is 
required due to peak-season demand. The permit must be booked at 
least 48 hours in advance and costs $20 per vehicle, reflecting higher 
weekend demand. If you arrive without a permit, parking availability is 
extremely limited, and you may be turned away or required to use 
overflow options. You expect high crowding on the trail and at the 
lakes, with many other hikers throughout the day. Travel time from the 
Salt Lake Valley is approximately 35 to 45 minutes.

Option C: Neither — I would choose a different hike, a different day, 
or not go 



Discussion break 
• Turn to the person next to you (or form a small group), which 

option felt the most desirable to you? Why? What influenced your 
choice?

• What other variables would influence your choice that were not in 
the scenario?



Carrying 
Capacity: What 
Exactly Is it?
There is NO set equation or 
calculation to “solve” what the 
capacity of a given area might be. 
However, that doesn’t mean we 
can’t set limits/thresholds. We can!
We just need to understand a few 
things…



Visitor Capacity
Visitor capacity is one component of visitor use 

management. It is best described as the maximum 
amounts and types of use that an area can 

accommodate while sustaining desired resource 
conditions and visitor experiences that are consistent 
with the purposes for which the area was established.



Understanding Visitor Capacity
According to the IVUMC the four guidelines to determine visitor 
capacity include:
1. Determine the analysis area(s).
2. Review existing direction and knowledge.
3. Identify the limiting attribute(s).
4. Identify capacity. 



What exactly do we mean by “existing 
direction and knowledge”?
1. applicable law and policy;
2. prior applicable planning and 

guidance; 
3. existing conditions in the 

analysis area; 
4. existing indicators, triggers, 

thresholds, and objectives;
5. applicable existing 

management strategies and 
actions; 

6. use patterns for commercial 
and other allocation 
categories. 

Questions to consider? 
1. Can capacity limits be 

managed? Is there an entry 
point? Existing management 
tools? 

2. What are the agreed upon 
desired conditions? Where are 
we today? Where we want to 
be in 10 years? 

3. How can we measure change? 
4. What data is available to make 

these decisions?



Identify the limiting attribute(s).

What factors influence or constrain the area’s ability to 
accommodate visitors?
• This is about ALL the variables that influence “desired 

conditions” . 
• Crowding, dispersal, activity compatibility, climate change, ecological 

conditions and sensitivity, archeological significance, safety, existing 
infrastructure, budgets, data, and more!



Discussion

• Think back to our two lake examples. If we wanted to 
calculate a carry capacity the first question needs to be 
determine the analysis area(s).

• Are we managing the parking lot, the trailhead, the 
trail, the lake basin, or the entire canyon?

• What is the first thing that breaks if we add more 
people?

• What information do we need to make ANY capacity 
statements or numeric calculations?

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

https://www.flickr.com/photos/ubermuse/34928586712
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


VUMF – Desired Resource Conditions 
What is your protected area trying to achieve, both in terms of 
resource management/protection and user experience ? 
According to the IVUMC desired conditions are defined as 
“statements of aspiration that describe resource conditions, 
visitor experiences and opportunities, and facilities and 
services that an agency strives to achieve and maintain in a 
particular area”

Mountain goats continue to roam 
the high country while native 
cutthroat trout thrive in the area’s 
rivers, streams, and lakes.

Trails are sustainably built from renewable resources, with 
slopes that support drainage and do not contribute to 
erosion. Trails provide access for emergency vehicles and 
operational needs. Visitors can view the rugged limestone 
canyons from overlooks and trails.
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How do you define your desired resource conditions 

Consider the following questions: 
1. What key values need to be protected?
2. What is meaningful about the area?
3. What differentiates this area from other areas both in terms of natural resource values and in terms 

of visitor experiences and unique opportunities?
4. What are you trying to achieve? (e.g. economic impact, business growth)

Desired Resource Conditions 



Data Matters
It is essential to understand 
your area(s) of interest in 
depth before engaging in 
Capacity limits. 
Key questions:
1. What do I know about 

visitation data?
2. What do I know about 

ecological metrics? 
3. What do I need to know 

more about? 
4. Can I obtain missing data? 
5. What do to without data? 



Identify Capacity
• Consider ALL the information from steps 1-3 and “test” the maximum 

levels of visitor use that will maintain and achieve desired conditions. 
Note this could be higher or lower than current use. 

• Factors to consider: 
• Time spent in key locations (trail head parking lots, lakes, summits, view-

points etc.) 
• Connections across sites 
• Group size 
• Type of travel (bike, equestrian, foot, etc.)and rate/speed of travel
• Seasonality 
• Group size 

• Develop a rationale and detailed documentation. 



Capacity, DRC, and Thresholds 
• Capacity should be directly related to DRC. 

There should only be capacity limits when 
the amount of visitors or types of use 
directly relate to achieving and maintaining 
DRC.

• Thresholds are defined as minimally 
acceptable conditions associated with each 
indicator. Alternative terms for 
“threshold”—notably “standard” or 
“standard of quality”—have been used in 
many plans, visitor use frameworks, and 
academic publications
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Capacity, DRC, and Thresholds 

Recognize that thresholds are informed by science, but establishing thresholds is 
a value-based management choice that is linked to the area’s purpose and 
desired conditions. 



Discussion 
What are potential 
indicators for a desired 
resource condition that 
is relevant to your 
areas/your concerns? 



Displacement and Dispersion 
• Every decision has both 

the potential for positive 
and potentially 
unintended or negative 
outcomes. Capacity 
limits in one area may 
push users to another 
area that may not be 
prepared to “absorb” 
increased visitation.



Now What?
Direct management strategies, such as 
bookings/reservation systems, can be 
a very effective tool in managing 
capacity BUT it is important to 
consider why you are using this 
strategy, how (equitable access is 
important), and if you have the 
resources and capacity to manage and 
monitor these strategies effectively.

https://coloradosprings.gov/parks/pag
e/manitou-incline 

Eight Basic Management Strategies
1. Modify type of use. 
2. Modify visitor behavior.
3. Modify visitor attitudes and 

expectations.
4. Modify the timing of use.
5. Modify the location of use.
6. Increase the ability of sites to handle 

use.
7. Modify the spatial distribution of 

use.
8. Reduce use or increase the supply.

https://coloradosprings.gov/parks/page/manitou-incline
https://coloradosprings.gov/parks/page/manitou-incline
https://coloradosprings.gov/parks/page/manitou-incline
https://coloradosprings.gov/parks/page/manitou-incline


Build College Town Magic.Thank you! 
Questions? 
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