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Key Message

The Forest Service in the Alaska Region has begun the planning process for the alignment of recreation sites and facilities to customer needs and available budgets. As a result of public meetings and media coverage, there is increased interest in whether some of these facilities, especially public recreation cabins, will remain open to public use.
Issue
The current costs of operation and maintenance of recreation sites and facilities in the Alaska Region exceeds available revenue by a substantial margin. Each year, the amount of deferred maintenance continues to grow. The Tongass and Chugach national forests have inventoried all recreation sites and developed action plans that have identified the highest priority sites, based upon visitor use, revenues, and how well each supports the national forests’ recreation objectives.
This inventory identified some sites that are below the current funding line for available revenue (recreation fees and national forest recreation maintenance funding). Forests are now entering into the public consultation and comment phase, and are asking for advice on how to maintain those facilities that do not show adequate funding.

Background
This is a national effort currently conducted on all national forests, called Recreation Facility Analysis. This planning includes recreation sites such as cabins, campgrounds, and picnic areas, but does not include recreation trails. The Tongass National Forest identified 314 recreation sites, of which 196 are cabins and shelters, and a funding gap of about $178,000 per year. The Chugach National Forest identified 104 recreation sites, of which 46 are cabins and shelters, and a funding gap of about $366,000 per year.

The first stage of Recreation Facility Analysis has been completed on both the Tongass National Forest and on the Chugach National Forest. Each forest completes an action plan that identifies the status for all recreation facilities and requires each ranger district to conduct public meetings to inform the public about recreation facilities near those communities. To date, public meetings have been conducted in communities throughout Southeast and Southcentral Alaska.  Other community meetings are planned in the future.  
If a facility, such as a public recreation cabin, is identified as unfunded, there are a number of alternatives available to the districts to address the funding shortfall. It may be appropriate to consider increases in user fees, moving the facility to another location that might receive more use and generate more revenue; seek organizations to partner with the Forest Service to assist with maintenance costs; or make the facility available for commercial use such as by outfitter and guides. 
Recreation Facility Analysis is a five-year effort, and the ranger districts are not looking for quick decisions, but rather long-term collaboration with communities and groups to determine which facilities should remain open and maintained.
Current Situation 

Since many ranger districts have conducted public meetings and open houses, there has been increased interest in the facilities analysis process by interest groups, the visitor industry, and individuals. Media coverage included newspapers and radio stations. This resulted in a number of calls to Forest Service offices throughout the region by individuals and groups inquiring about the status of favorite recreation sites. 
Several groups have indicated support that the Forest Service is managing these public resources in a businesslike way, and some have expressed interest in assisting the Forest Service with operation and maintenance of the less used facilities. Groups such as the Alaska Travel Industry Association, Territorial Sportsmen, SEATrails, and the U.S. Coast Guard Boating Safety staff have been briefed on the recreation alignment effort and want to work with the Forest Service to keep as many sites open as possible.

Some of the groups have expressed interest in the commercial use of what are now public recreation cabins, and these options will be considered, especially where public use is very low.
The recreation facility analysis effort has identified that a significant number of people have been using public recreation cabins without reservations or payment. Since the cabins were evaluated based upon reserved use and revenue from that use, we are finding some visitors saying that they “use that cabin all the time,” but that this use is not reflected in reservations or in revenue, thus, the cabins rated low in importance to keep open to the public.

The implementation of the recreation analysis effort is going well on the Tongass and Chugach national forests, with good comments and suggestions by customers about how to manage recreation sites and facilities over the next several years. Decisions on any closure of facilities will be made only after substantial public involvement.  Both forests have detailed Recreation Facility Analysis information on their web sites.
More Information

Neil Hagadorn, Assistant Director of Recreation, Regional Office, (907) 586-9336
Updated April 2008.
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