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Abstract 
 

Most public protected area managers are challenged with balancing two 
competing goals—protection of natural and cultural resources and provision of 
opportunities for public use. In most cases, some level of compromise between 
the goals is necessary, where one goal constrains or “outweighs” the other. 
Often times there is a lack of clear agreement about the priority of these 
competing goals. Consequently, while natural resource decisions should 
ultimately be science-based and objective, such decisions are frequently made 
under uncertainty, relying heavily upon professional judgment, and subject to a 
complex array of formal and informal drivers and constraints—physical, human, 
and social capital, data, timing, legal mandate, political will, and public opinion. 
As participation in nature-based recreation and tourism increases at coastal and 
marine protected areas, managers need assessment methods and decision support 
tools that allow them to explicitly consider both ecological and social factors, 
engage stakeholders, and collaborate to achieve management goals. This 
presentation will highlight assessment, monitoring, and planning approaches 
useful to gauge current resource and social conditions, determine feasibility of 
management actions, and record decision process steps to enhance defensibility. 
Examples will be drawn from field applications at a number of protected areas. 

 
Visitor Use Management Training 

 
The NOAA Coastal Services Center began conducting coastal decision-maker 
workshops focused on visitor use management in coastal and marine protected 
areas in 2002. Since then, 22 coastal training workshops have been offered in 
more than a dozen coastal states and territories. Initial impetus for the 
workshops came from needs expressed by the coastal management 
community—both directly to the authors and through various data collection 
mechanisms (e.g., needs assessments, surveys)—indicating that recreation, 
tourism, and public access were priority management topics. Additional 
momentum came from the allied revision of a visitor use management handbook 
that presents visitor use planning frameworks and management methods, 
originally developed for terrestrial protected areas (e.g., national parks, national 
forests), in a coastal environment context (Coble et al., 2006).  
 
The workshop format presents a systematic process with steps for problem 
identification, problem specification, discussion of root causes and specific 
impacts, identification of indicators for inventory and monitoring purposes, 
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selection of potential management tactics to address particular unacceptable 
visitor use impacts, and the development of implementation and monitoring 
plans. Each workshop involves invited guest speakers to present local issues and 
management practices and includes group exercises for participants to identify 
and discuss local visitor use-related management topics. Workshop participants 
use a series of small group exercises and worksheets to complete the steps in the 
process (Figure 1). Local issues are used throughout the workshop to initiate 
dialog and potential follow-up activities among local participants and to begin to 
garner data and ideas to address visitor use-related impacts.  
 

 
Figure 1. Visitor use management decision-making process. 
 
Effective management of visitor use is a prominent concern for many coastal 
and marine protected areas and communities. A systematic process is necessary 
for specifying problem elements, identifying suitable indicators to inventory and 
monitor resource and social conditions, establishing standards related to desired 
(or minimally acceptable) conditions, selecting appropriate management actions, 
and implementing management and monitoring on the ground. 
 

Rapid Recreation Assessment 
 
While protected area managers often know that or even where visitor use occurs, 
they may not know specific use levels and spatial patterns of use and if or how 
visitor use might be impacting key natural or cultural heritage resources under 
their stewardship. When deciding to implement specific management actions, 
especially those that might displace or reduce public access or use in certain 
areas, managers need high quality data that (1) demonstrate clear threats or 
impacts to resources or visitor experiences and (2) that are clearly linked to 
stated management objectives. The Rapid Recreation Assessment (RRA) 
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process described here was designed in an effort to aid protected area managers 
in assessing the current state of affairs related to visitor use and its related 
impacts to natural and cultural resources and visitor experiences at coastal and 
marine protected areas. The RRA process was designed to be a quick yet 
comprehensive way to help managers get an overall picture of visitor use-related 
threats and impacts as an additional component of implementing the visitor use 
management process described above. The RRA process includes steps to (1) 
articulate protected area core mission and management objectives, (2) identify 
existing and potential visitor use activities, (3) identify motivations and benefits 
tied to visitor use, (4) inventory and map sensitive natural and cultural resource 
areas, and (5) assess areas where and how visitor use activities threaten key 
natural and cultural resources and visitor experiences. 
 
Conducting an RRA, gives managers four key pieces of information to assess 
visitor-use impacts at their site: (1) an inventory of known visitor use and key 
natural and cultural resources; (2) a sensitivity analysis comparing visitor 
activity with visitor experience and resource sensitivity; (3) GIS maps 
overlaying spatial visitor use and natural or cultural resource data; and (4) visitor 
use impact tables denoting potential threats to resource conservation targets by 
specific types or levels of use.  
 
The inventory compiles information about what happens, where it happens, 
when it happens, and what the potential visitor use-related impacts could be. The 
inventory provides an initial look at types of visitor use, levels of use, 
distribution and patterns of use, timing of use, access points, and potential use 
areas. The inventory process involves discussions with knowledgeable site staff, 
compilation and review of relevant existing visitor use and resource data, and 
site visits to key field sites/use areas. The document serves as a first look at 
conditions and serves as a springboard for further investigations.  
 
The sensitivity analysis is a matrix designed to determine the level of sensitivity 
of key natural and cultural resources (or conservation targets). Each of the 
identified targets receives a score (from 1 to 3) in the following categories: level 
of rarity and endangerment within the site (1=low, 3 = high); level of rarity or 
endangerment outside the site (1=low, 3 = high); and ability to withstand human 
disturbance (1=high, 3 = low). Level of rarity and endangerment refers to listed 
status of particular species or communities, as well as presence or absence 
within the protected area and surrounding environs. Human disturbance refers to 
impacts related to particular human activities, such as trampling, flushing, 
collection, or noise. The resulting total score translates into high, medium, or 
low sensitivity. This process provides a quick assessment of high threat areas 
when combined with data depicting location of visitor use, use levels, time of 
use, etc. This matrix plays a key role in the development of visitor impact maps 
where sensitivity scores are visually represented as areas/locations of high, 
medium, and low sensitivity relative to particular human activities. 
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Maps are created to represent relationships (e.g., potential threats) between 
particular visitor activities and key natural or cultural resources. The resource 
layer depicts the location of particular conservation targets (identified and 
scored in steps 1 and 2), such as listed species or cultural sites. The visitor use 
layer depicts human activity information (e.g., density, distribution) of 
recreation use. The combined layers indicate potential threat areas. Figure 2 
illustrates the overlap of manatee density and powerboat use density at the 
Rookery Bay National Estuarine Research Reserve based on combined aerial 
survey data. In the absence of existing use data, knowledgeable site staff and 
others can manually input known locations of sensitive resources and use areas 
on a site map. The goal of the RRA process is to bring issues forward so that 
they can be identified and addressed in a timely fashion. Cursory assessments 
may provide initial indications for further study or that warrant validation 
through additional data collection.  

Figure 2. Boat densities (red) and manatee densities (blue) at the Rookery Bay 
National Estuarine Research Reserve. 
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The final RRA outputs are tables depicting types of impacts related to specific 
visitor uses and which protected area resources could be affected. The tables are 
designed to help managers create linkages between specific use, impacts, and 
resources to help inform management decisions that target specific problem 
areas and elements that presently do or potentially could affect or be affected by 
visitor use.  
 

Implications for Management 
 
Adoption of systematic processes that identify problems and threats, establish 
suitable indicators and standards for monitoring, and management actions to 
employ to address visitor use-related issues can aid decision making and 
decision defensibility as well as provide a framework for long-term monitoring 
of impacts and adaptive management. The visitor use management handbook 
provides information about the entire visitor use management decision process 
and has detailed information about the designed purpose, costs to visitors, 
implementation needs, and effectiveness of numerous management tactics. This 
process can be applied at sites for day-to-day problem solving and management 
of visitor use. The RRA process can be implemented using existing data and 
knowledge to provide a quick overview of visitor use management priorities. 
Both processes can be used for documenting information involved in the 
decision-making process and to inform more long-range site-based planning.  
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