
 

 

Hard and Soft Release: 

What is the difference and why does it matter? 
 

 

Several WPLI advisory committees have recommended hard release of wilderness study areas. 

Conservation organizations and others are unequivocally opposed to hard release, but remain open 

to considering soft release in some circumstances. Which raises the question: what is the difference 

between hard and soft release, and why does it matter?  

 

Here’s a summary of the difference between hard and soft release. As background, two provisions 

of the Federal Land Policy and Management Act are important to understand:  

• Section 603 required the BLM to inventory lands that meet the requirements for wilderness 

(WSAs) and to manage these lands to maintain their suitability as wilderness until Congress 

either designates them as wilderness or determines they are not to be designated wilderness.  

• Section 202 requires the BLM to develop land use plans for all BLM lands, according to the 

requirements described in FLPMA.  

 

Soft release. Soft release eliminates the requirement in section 603 of FLPMA that the BLM 

continue to manage a WSA to maintain its suitability as wilderness. Instead, soft release authorizes 

the BLM to manage a released WSA in accordance with a local land use plan—including managing 

to maintain wilderness values—as it does with all other land.   

 

Hard release. Hard release also eliminates the requirement in section 603 of FLPMA that the BLM 

continue to manage a WSA to maintain its suitability as wilderness and authorizes the BLM to 

manage a released WSA in accordance with a local land use plan. However, unlike soft release, 

hard release prohibits the BLM from ever again considering, or managing for, the area’s wilderness 

values.  

 

The difference. The difference between hard and soft release is simple: soft release permits the 

BLM to consider protecting wilderness values in future land use plans. Hard release does not.  

 

Why it matters. Whether a WSA release is hard or soft matters for several reasons:  

• Because hard release prevents the BLM from ever again considering the wilderness values 

of a landscape, it effectively robs future generations of the ability to protect those values, no 

matter how important they are.  

• Hard release overturns the requirements of FLPMA to maintain a wilderness inventory and 

to consider wilderness values in land use plans.  

• Hard release removes a single value—wilderness—from land use planning, and instead 

requires the BLM to manage for all values except wilderness.  

• Hard release prohibits the BLM from considering wilderness values no matter how 

important those values may become in the future.  

For these reasons, hard release is extremely controversial in Congress, and efforts to enact hard 

release have been soundly defeated. In fact, Congress has never passed hard release language.  


