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Since the late 1980s, the Forest Service has been working on the development of guidelines to maximize accessibility, while protecting the resource and the natural settings that make outdoor recreation areas so attractive.  The Forest Service has provided leadership in accessibility through the development of the Design Guide in the early 1990s, and through the agency’s solid commitment to a policy of universal design.  Universal design ensures the integration of all people in programs and facilities without segregation. The Forest Service remains strongly committed to ensuring that new or reconstructed facilities, and associated constructed features, are both accessible and appropriate to the setting. 

The current regulatory direction, in the Uniform Federal Accessibility Standards (UFAS), does not adequately address the unique characteristics of the natural environment.  The Forest Service supports and will actively participate in the Access Board’s continuing efforts to develop national accessibility guidelines for outdoor developed areas, including trails.  However, it is expected to take several years before the Access Board will be able to complete the rulemaking process required for final, enforceable, accessibility guidelines that address these Federal areas. Until the Access Board can complete this rulemaking process there is a void in direction, which has completed the public comment process, as to how to appropriately integrate accessibility into the outdoor recreation environment.
To fill this void, to provide the needed guidance for Forest Service managers and cooperators, and to best serve forest visitors with and without disabilities, the Forest Service has developed proposed accessibility guidelines as internal policy.  These Forest Service guidelines are based on the work of the Access Board’s Regulatory Negotiation Committee for outdoor developed areas and trails that are managed for pedestrian use.  These Forest Service guidelines will apply only within National Forest System boundaries. 

The Forest Service will be publishing notice in the Federal Register, as part of proposed interim directives for Forest Service Manuals 2330 and 2350, that it is preparing to issue the Forest Service Outdoor Recreation Accessibility Guidelines (FSORAG) and the Forest Service Trails Accessibility Guidelines (FSTAG) as interim direction and is accepting comments on the proposed FSORAG and FSTAG.  A 60-day formal comment period will be provided. 

After that formal comment period closes, and the agency has considered the public comments on the proposed FSORAG and FSTAG, the Forest Service will publish the final interim directives in the Federal Register.  The final interim directives will go into effect 30 days after publication.  After the interim directives are in place for up to 18 months, they will be finalized as amendments to the Forest Service Manual.  
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Both of the proposed guidelines, the FSORAG and the FSTAG, are currently available at www.fs.fed.us/recreation/programs/accessibility and informal comments continue to be welcome, prior to publication in the Federal Register.

While new or reconstructed facilities are to be in compliance with the current accessibility guidelines, at some locations the need to protect the resource and the natural setting will prevent full compliance with technical provisions for accessible routes between facilities, as currently addressed in the UFAS.  In those situations the Forest Service will follow the FSORAG and FSTAG specifications for routes and trails.
The Forest Service recognizes the need to work proactively on this issue and will actively seek waivers, through the General Service Administration, for situations where the application of UFAS guidance on accessible routes between facilities would have a negative effect on the resource or nature setting.
When the Access Board completes its rulemaking process for Federal guidelines that address outdoor developed areas, the Forest Service will revise the FSORAG and the FSTAG as necessary to ensure that the Forest Service accessibility guidelines are at least equal to the Access Board’s guidelines. 

The Forest Service will continue to honor its commitment to protect the unique characteristics of the natural settings in outdoor recreation areas, while maximizing accessibility.  If you have questions about this Forest Service position, contact Janet Zeller, Accessibility Program Manager, at jzeller@fs.fed.us.  Please share this approach with the trail partners in the region.
	

	/s/ David G. Holland

	DAVID G. HOLLAND

	Director, Recreation, Heritage, and Wilderness Resources


    cc:
Regional Recreation Directors  

Larry Roffee, Access Board

George Tabb, Army Corps of Engineers 

 Kevin Kilcullen,  Fish and Wildlife Service

Lee Larsen, Bureau of Land Management

William Rinne, Bureau of Reclamation

Chris Jarvey, National Park Service

Deb Salt, Bureau of Land Management

Steve Elkington, National Park Service

Mary Margaret Sloan, American Hiking Society

Pam Gluck, American Trails

David Startzell, Appalachian Trail Conference
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Gary Werner, Partnership for National Trails System

Judy Rice, Army Corps of Engineers

Kay Ellis, Bureau of Land Management

Karen Megorden, Bureau of Reclamation

Connie Lanahan, Fish and Wildlife Service

David Park, National Park Service

David Holland, Forest Service

Janet Zeller, Forest Service
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