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HUMAN-POWERED WILDLANDS TRAVEL MANAGEMENT ACT 

OF 2015 

 

 

An Act 
 

To let local federal officials decide how Americans may visit the Nation’s 

wildlands under their own power in quiet, nonpolluting ways. 

 

SEC. 1. SHORT TITLE. 

 

This Act may be cited as the “Human-Powered Wildlands Travel 

Management Act of 2015.” 

 

SEC. 2. CONGRESSIONAL STATEMENT OF FINDINGS. 

 

The Congress finds as follows: 

 

(1) Physical fitness findings: 

 

(A) Americans have the potential to improve their physical fitness through 

human-powered outdoor activities. 

 

(B) Physical fitness benefits public safety because it makes it easier to recruit, 

employ, and retain qualified law enforcement officers, firefighters, and 

members of the Nation’s armed forces. 

 

(2) Trail infrastructure findings: 

 

(A) Some public lands are practically inaccessible because there are few or 

no trails on them. In some cases, existing trails have fallen into disrepair or 

abandonment because it is too costly to maintain them by hand. 

 

(B) Some public entities have interpreted federal law as rendering 

impracticable their ability to construct, improve, and maintain trails and other 

infrastructure, by interpreting such law as requiring unduly costly and 

laborious construction, improvement, and maintenance work techniques. 

 

(3) Public lands access findings: 
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(A) There is a risk that forests and parks will become less visited with each 

passing year. 

 

(B) Publicly accessible areas of public lands should be used, consistent with 

environmental preservation, safety requirements, and social harmony, to 

promote family togetherness and physical fitness, and to increase public 

support for and connectivity with those lands. 

 

(C) Some nationwide, one-size-fits-all policies create counterproductive 

rivalries among human-powered users of public lands and needlessly exclude 

some categories of human-powered travelers from public lands. Many are 

decades old and out of step with modern land-management techniques. 

 

SEC. 3. DEFINITIONS AND SPECIFICATIONS. 

 

In this Act: 

 

(a) “Secretary” means: 

 

(1) when used in reference to an interest in land possessed or managed by 

the USDA Forest Service, the Secretary of Agriculture; or  

 

(2) when used in reference to an interest in land possessed or managed by 

the Bureau of Land Management, National Park Service, or U.S. Fish and 

Wildlife Service, the Secretary of the Interior. 

 

(b) “Local official” means the person in charge of an individual unit, or 

that person’s designee, within the Bureau of Land Management, National 

Park Service, USDA Forest Service, or U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. The 

Secretary shall determine what unit within the agency is the relevant unit, 

taking care to provide that decisions about human-powered travel be made 

as locally as administratively feasible. 

 

(b) Activities involving “human-powered recreation” and derivative 

forms of this term generally mean those of the following types: 

 

(1) Quiet activities undertaken through the exertions of a living being, 

including mountain climbing, rock-climbing, cliff-scaling, hiking, running, 

jogging, camping, orienteering, backpacking, bicycling of all types, 

bouldering, unicycling, hunting, fishing, skiing, snowshoeing, boating, 

paddling, kayaking, canoeing, skateboarding, and geocaching. Such 

Drafter’s note: see 

also § 201(c)(2), 

pertaining to activ-

ities permitted in 

the National Wil-

derness Preserva-

tion System. 
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activities may employ ancillary mechanical, electronic, or electrical 

equipment, such as hunting with a game cart or carrier, riding a bicycle, or 

using a pedal-driven kayak or boat, wheel-supported backpack, spring-

equipped walking stick, or global positioning system receiver. They do not 

include power-assisted propulsive activities, such as riding a bicycle with a 

small electric motor. 

 

(2) Quiet, self-reliant, and rugged nonmotorized activities that employ a 

combination of the exertions of a living being and natural locomotive sources 

such as wind, water, or gravity, such as snow-kiting, parasailing, bungee-

jumping, and hang-gliding. 

 

(c) An “interest in land” means, broadly, any right, interest, or entitlement 

with respect to land or water, surface or subsurface, including freehold and 

nonfreehold estates and rights of use of any kind. 

 

(d) A “road” is any extensive longitudinal visible land route, paved or 

unpaved, that exceeds either 36 inches in width on average or 60 inches in 

width at any location. 

 

(e) A “trail” is any visible land route narrower than a road. 

 

(f) A “route” is any way on, through, or over land, water, ice, snow, rock, 

or any other surface, whether horizontal, vertical, or at any other angle, that 

permits travel from one point to another. 

 

(g) “Nonmotorized” means not using a propulsive internal or external 

motor with a nonliving power source, no matter whether that motor is a 

primary or ancillary source of power for those purposes and no matter 

whether it would be used constantly, intermittently, or at any one time. 

 

TITLE I — HUMAN-POWERED TRAVEL IN WILDLANDS 

 

SEC. 101. HUMAN-POWERED TRAVEL IN WILDLANDS 

 

(a)(1) Except as provided in this section, but notwithstanding any other 

provision of law, by July 1, 2018, wherever any form of nonmotorized 

recreational use is permitted on a new or existing unpaved path, trail, or road, 

the Secretary must allow local officials to decide on permissible forms of use 

on each such route by human-powered recreational users generally. 
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(a)(2) If the action specified in paragraph (a)(1) is not taken for any reason, 

instrinsic or extrinsic to this Act, then on July 1, 2019, subsection (f) shall 

govern. 

 

(b)(1) In exercising their discretion, local officials must, except as provided 

in paragraph (b)(2), strive for inclusiveness and to embrace human-powered 

travel in all of its diversity. It is the intent of Congress that they work, where 

possible, by trial and error, permitting diverse forms of human-powered 

travel initially where it appears to have a good chance of success and 

thereafter making adjustments as necessary to mitigate any untoward effects. 

 

(b)(2) In crowded or difficult areas where it is plain beforehand that 

implementing new human-powered uses will be problematic, the preference 

for trial and error set forth in paragraph (b)(1) may be disregarded. 

 

(c) A local official may regulate nonmotorized uses to eliminate or prevent 

undue social conflicts among members of nonmotorized user groups. 

 

(d) A local official may regulate nonmotorized uses to eliminate or prevent 

undue environmental impact. 

 

(e) In regulating nonmotorized uses pursuant to subsections (b) and (c), a 

local official may undertake measures designed to minimize undue user 

conflict and environmental impact. These mitigating measures include but 

are not limited to: 

 

(1) Restricting by permit or other means the number of people allowed on a 

route or in an area. 

 

(2) Posting signs instructing users to stay on routes, limit party size, exercise 

courtesy, maintain a safe speed, and keep to one side. 

 

(3) Educating users about low-impact use, trail etiquette, and courtesy. 

 

(4) Using volunteer or paid patrollers to report and address rule violations. 

 

(5) Imposing speed limits. 

 

(6) Adding features that curtail excessive speed and discourage trail users 

from creating unauthorized shortcuts and trails. 
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(7) Designating the direction of travel on a route. 

 

(8) Separating uses by odd- and even-numbered days or other patterns of 

reasonably apportioned differing days; or by weeks, months, or seasons of 

the year; or by any other reasonable and practicable day- or date-based 

division. 

 

(9) Separating uses by reasonably apportioned times of day. 

 

(f)(1) Except as provided in this act, but notwithstanding any other provision 

of law, if by July 1, 2019 no local official has acted under this section to 

decide on permissible forms of human-powered travel on a route, then 

wherever a route is legally open to any form of nonmotorized recreational 

use, it will open on July 1, 2019 to human-powered recreational users of all 

types by operation of law. This provision is self-executing and will take effect 

on its own authority. 

 

(f)(2) If a route opens pursuant to paragraph (f)(1), a local official may at any 

time thereafter regulate uses on it pursuant to subsections (d) and (e), and 

after July 1, 2022, may regulate uses on it pursuant to subsections (b) and (c). 

 

(g) Nothing in this Act requires the Secretary or a local official to open a 

route or an area to public recreational use or to maintain a route or an area 

for such use. 

 

(h) Nothing in this Act forbids the Secretary or a local official to regulate 

motorized access to or uses of public land. 

 

(i) Nothing in this section applies to any recreational activity that involves 

shuttling people by motorized transport to a higher point of a trail or route 

for purposes of descending that trail or route. Such an activity is deemed to 

be partly motorized and thus not to be human-powered under this Act. 

 

TITLE II —WILDERNESS TRAVEL, MAINTENANCE, AND 

INFRASTRUCTURE 

 

SEC. 201. TRAVEL. 

 

Subsection (c) of section 1133, title 16, United States Code, is amended by 

designating that subsection as paragraph (c)(1) and adding at the end the 

following new paragraphs: 
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“(c)(2) ‘Mechanical transport,’ as used in this subsection, means any 

contrivance that travels over ground, snow, or water on wheels, tracks, or 

skids, or by flotation, and that is propelled by a nonliving power source 

contained or carried on or within the device. It does not encompass activities 

of the type exemplified in subsection (b) of section 3 of this Act, or human-

powered activities generally, even if mechanically assisted, as long as the 

sole propulsive power source is a living being or beings. 

 

“(c)(3) ‘Motorized equipment,’ as used in this subsection, means any such 

equipment activated by a nonliving power source and carried by individuals 

other than federal agency staff on official business, except that small battery-

powered hand-carried devices are not classed as motorized equipment.” 

 

“(c)(4) Nothing in this section requires the Secretary or a local official to 

alter any Wilderness area or allow any use in Wilderness that is likely to 

change its essential Wilderness character; but human-powered travel is 

rebuttably presumed to be in keeping with the preservation and maintenance 

of such character. 

 

SEC. 202. MAINTENANCE. 

 

Section 1133, title 16, United States Code, is amended by adding at the end 

the following new subsection: 

 

“(e)(1) The Secretary or a local official may authorize occupancy and use of 

land by officers, employees, agencies, or agents of the Federal, State, and 

local governments to carry out the purposes of the Wilderness Act and will 

prescribe conditions under which motorized or mechanical contrivances, 

installations, or structures may be used, transported, or installed to protect 

and administer a Wilderness area and its resources. The Secretary or a local 

official may also prescribe the conditions under which such items may be 

used in emergencies involving the health and safety of persons, damage to 

property, or other urgent or dire situations. 

Drafter’s note: this 

language is from 

36 CFR § 293.6(c), 

a Forest Service 

regulation, with 

minor changes to 

adapt it to this bill. 

Drafter’s note: the 

language of this 

paragraph’s first 

sentence is bor-

rowed from 36 

CFR § 293.6(a), a 

Forest Service 

regulation. 

Drafter’s note: the 

language of this 

paragraph is bor-

rowed from 36 

CFR § 293.6(b), a 

Forest Service 

regulation. 
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“(e)(2) Officers, employees, agencies, or agents of the Federal government 

are authorized to use modest forms of motorized and mechanical equipment, 

such as chainsaws and wheelbarrows, to construct, improve, and maintain 

trails and other primitive infrastructure, in keeping with the purposes of the 

Wilderness Act and in conjunction with maintaining the Wilderness 

character of a particular area. The term ‘minimum tool’ and like terms, 

wherever used, do not preclude the use of such items for these purposes.” 

 

SEC. 203. INFRASTRUCTURE 

 

Section 1133, title 16, United States Code, is amended by adding at the end 

the following new subsection: 

 

“(f)(1) Nothing in this section either requires or precludes the permanent or 

temporary installation of modest infrastructure items in a Wilderness area. 

Such items may be added when the Secretary or a local official deems them 

necessary for public safety or convenience, when they are minimally 

obtrusive, and when they maintain a Wilderness area’s essential character. 

They include trail markers; stepping-stones; hitching posts; lean-tos; 

anchors, cables, or handholds; footbridges; and like items. 

 

“(f)(2) The building of large permanent, semipermanent, or seasonal 

facilities, such as cabins, developed campsites, or corrals, is prohibited unless 

the Secretary or a local official makes a written finding of extraordinary need 

after consulting the public and interested parties. Existing such structures, 

when not detracting from the essential character of a Wilderness area, may 

be preserved and maintained, and if they have historical value, the Secretary 

or local official is to exercise discretion in favor of preserving and 

maintaining them unless other factors militate otherwise. Fire lookouts, 

designed to be as unobtrusive as possible and to be operated without new 

road access, may be constructed. 

 

“(f)(3) Except as subject to existing private rights, existing unpaved roads 

must not be maintained as roads but, through active remediation efforts or 

the natural effects of the passage of time, allowed or caused to revert to trails 

or disappear. Also except as subject to existing private rights, existing paved 

roads must be removed or modified to become unpaved trails or disappear. 

 

“(f)(4) The Secretary or a local official may place within a Wilderness area 

modest infrastructure items, such as irrigation devices, needed to save flora 

Drafter’s note: a 

number of Wil-

derness areas con-

tain items listed in 

paragraph (f)(1), 

although their 

presence does not 

comport with a 

strict interpretation 

of the Wilderness 

Act. 

Drafter’s note: this 

subsection is 

intended to allow 

land managers to 

maintain trails and 

infrastructures 

more efficiently 

than painstaking 

hand labor may 

sometimes permit. 
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or fauna that are threatened with elimination in the area to the detriment of 

the local ecology and whose preservation is in the public interest. Such 

installations must be as unobtrusive as possible.” 

 

TITLE III — MISCELLANEOUS 

 

SEC. 301. IMPLEMENTATION. 

 

It is the intent of Congress to implement the provisions of this Act without 

delay and to minimize the time and money costs of administrative 

proceedings and judicial actions or proceedings regarding this Act. 

Accordingly: 

 

(a) A person, party, or entity with challenges to or demands for 

enforcement of this Act or who seeks an interpretation of a provision of this 

Act shall first engage, to the extent permitted or made available by law or 

agency practice, in relatively rapid and low-cost dispute resolution methods 

such as negotiation, mediation, or nonbinding or binding arbitration before 

resort to formal administrative proceedings or the courts. 

 

(b) In any formal administrative proceeding or judicial action or 

proceeding arising out of this Act, each party shall bear its own attorney fees 

and costs. 

 

(c) The provisions of this Act take precedence over and supersede any 

other provision of law and are operative notwithstanding any other provision 

of law. 

 

SEC. 302. AUTHORIZATION OF APPROPRIATIONS. 

 

There are authorized to be appropriated such sums as are necessary to carry 

out this Act. 

 

SEC. 303. SUNSET CLAUSE. 

 

The provisions of this Act shall cease to be effective on May 1, 2040. 


