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The Limits of Acceptable Change (LAC) planning frame-
workwasinitially proposedintheearly 1980’sasameansof
improving recreation management of protected areas
(Stankeyand others 1985).Since then,anumberof related
planning processes have been developed—Carrying Capac-
ity AssessmentProcess (CCAP) (Shelby and Heberlein 1986),
Visitor ImpactManagement (VIM) (Graefeand others 1990),
and Visitor Experience and Resource Protection (VERP)
(National Park Service 1993). These processes are similar
conceptually andwere developed specifically todealwith the
recreation carrying capacityissue inwildernesses and Na-
tional Parks. Of these processes, LAC and VERP have
gained the greatest supportand use amongland manage-
mentagencies. Throughout this proceedings we will fre-
quently refer to “the LAC process” in a generic sense that
referstoall these processes.

Since 1985, managersand researchers have gained con-
siderable experience in the application of LAC processes to
recreationmanagementin protected areas. Evidence shows
that some of the innovations contained within LAC and
VERP have had a positive influence on the traditional
planningeffortsof land managementagencies. These contri-
butionsinclude greater specificity to future outcomes, as
well asmoreattention toeffective publicinvolvement. Con-
siderableenthusiasmexists for applying these frameworks
tonewand innovative situations. However, problemswith
these processeshave alsosurfaced,and substantial barriers
totheirimplementation exist.

This publication presents the results of aworkshop con-
vened toevaluate and learn from experience in applying
LAC processes and to suggest means of increasing the
utility of these processes. Specific objectives of theworkshop
wereto (1) documenttheoriginal intent of the LAC process;
(2) examine the experience gained from application of the
LACprocess,includingits successes, itsfailures, and barri-
erstoitsapplication;(3) describe and evaluate ways that
the LAC process hasbeen modified for other purposes and
by institutions other than the Forest Service; (4) assess
opportunities for and barriers to extension of the LAC
processbeyond application torecreationissuesinwilder-
ness;and (5) suggestwaysof overcoming problemswith the
LACprocess—whether through changesin the processitself
orthe contextinwhichitisapplied.
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Theworkshopwasjointly organized by the Aldo Leopold
Wilderness Research Institute and the School of Forestry at
the University of Montana. Itwas held on May 20-22,1997,
atthe University of Montana’s Lubrecht Experimental For-
estandincluded 12 invited participants. The number of
inviteeswas kept small toencourage meaningful participa-
tion andfocused discussion. Theworkshopwas confined to
individualswith substantial experience with LAC, VERP, or
related processes.

Sixmonths priortotheworkshop, attendeeswere asked to
submitalistofissues, questions, or concernsrelated tothese
processes. From these lists and their ownideas, David Cole
and Steve McCool developed a paper thatidentified and
discussed issues that might usefully be debated at the
workshop. These issues were organized into three main
topics:what LACis and the extent towhichits scope canbe
extended; operational issues with LAC; and how LAC fits
within broader contexts. This “issues” paperwasdistributed
toall participants about 3 months before the workshop.
Attendeeswere asked to come to the workshop with exten-
sive notes and thoughts about the ideas presented in the
paper and how best to resolve some of the issues. At the
sametime, participants prepared papersonassigned topics.
Those paperswere distributed to other attendeesin April.
Again, attendeeswere asked to come to the workshopwith
notesand thoughtsabout theideasexpressed in the papers.
Atthe May workshop, the first day was devoted to brief
presentation and in depth discussions of each prepared
paper. Particular attention was given to documenting the
positive outcomes from LAC processes, problems experi-
enced, meansof overcoming these problems, and concepts
and terminology that need clarification.

The second day and third morningwere devoted tointen-
sive discussion of afew high priorityissuesand questions.
Considerable time was spent discussing Cole’s generic
model of the LAC process, stated in terminology thatis not
specifictorecreation carrying capacityissues (Cole 1995;
ColeandStankey, thisproceedings).Oncerefined and agreed
to, thismodel proved useful inisolating the critical elements
of the LAC process, and made it possible to better describe
the range of situations towhich the LAC process could be
applied. Workshop participantsagreed that the conceptual
bases of the LAC and VERP processes were identical. They
identified one substantial desirable procedural modification
and suggested numerousclarifications of conceptand termi-
nology.Much of thefinal morningwas devoted toidentifying
lessonslearned from the LAC experience with implications
for generalland management planning.

This proceedingsis organized in three parts. The first
section, the bulk of the proceedings, consists of the invited
papers prepared byworkshop participants before the work-
shop and subsequently revised on the basis of workshop



discussions. In these papers, authors discuss the original
intentbehind LAC, evaluate experience with several LAC
applications, describe the institutional and public context
of LAC implementation, compare differences between
LAC-type processes, and assess the possibility of extending
LACbeyond theissue of recreationin protected areas. The
second section, “synthesis papers,” consists of three papers
written by David Cole and Steve McCool after the workshop.
These papersintegrate portions of their original “issues”
paper, content of the workshop discussions, and their addi-
tionalideas and opinions. The papers deal with (1) the
suggested modification of the LAC process, aswell as clari-
fications of concept and terminology; (2) extending LAC
beyond recreationissuesin protected areas;and (3) lessons
learned aboutand from 15 yearsofapplying LAC. The third
sectionisan annotated bibliography of sources of informa-
tion that might be useful to someone attempting touse an
LACorrelated process.

We hope thatreaders of this volume will gain a greater
appreciation of LAC processes, their distinctive strengths,
and the range of situations towhich they can usefully be
applied. We also hope this volume will demonstrate that
LACisnotanappropriate planning frameworkin all situa-
tions, and willillustrate the many challenges to successful
implementation of LAC. We have tried to identify these
challengesand hope thatmany of our recommendations for

dealing with them will advance the state of knowledge in
applying LAC and in planning for the managementof all
natural resources.
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