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Recreation and Tourism on Alaska’s National Forests
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Background

In 2007, there were more than 1.7 million visitors to Alaska. Recreation and tourism-related industry is one of the largest contributors to the Alaska economy, with the total economic impact to the state valued at $3.4 billion. Between the summers of 1989 and 1998, the total number of visitors to Alaska grew 86%, with an average growth rate of 7%.  Since 1998, the growth has continued, with visitor volume increasing over 5 % each year.  The travel and tourism industry generates over 40,000 full time equivalent jobs, comprising 13.7% of all employment in Alaska.  
Visitor arrivals to southeast Alaska have grown rapidly, more than doubling from 473,000 visitors in 1985 to more than 1.0 million in 2007.   An estimated 90% of visitors to southeast Alaska arrive by large cruise ship.  The growth of cruise ship travel to Alaska has afforded new possibilities to communities struggling for economic survival amidst declines in traditional industries, an example being Icy Strait Point in Hoonah.   
The national forests within Alaska are a popular destination for residents and visitors. Some of the most visited sites in the state are on national forests. For example, the Mendenhall Glacier recreation area receives more than 400,000 visitors each year. 

Outstanding scenery and the undeveloped natural landscape character of Alaska are primary draws for Alaska’s visitors. They are featured in virtually every Alaska promotion, and the need to actively manage these world-class scenic resources is increasing with the pressures from forest users and resource development interests. ``

Another indication of the growth in demand for forest-based recreational opportunities is evident in the tremendous growth in outfitted and guided, commercial recreational activities on the national forests. Recreation special use receipts for the Alaska Region have risen 412% from $195,000 in 1988 to almost $1.0 million in 2007.

National Forest Impacts

The growth of the recreation and tourism industry in Alaska has resulted in unmet demand for recreational access, some localized conflicts between recreating residents and visitors, while continues to challenge the available resources of the Forest Service to accommodate increased visitation at visitor facilities and efficiently process and administer recreational special uses. 

Recreation budgets in the region have been relatively flat, but with increasing administrative costs and inflation, the available funds to the working ranger districts have been reduced each year for the last several years.

The region is taking advantage of cost recovery opportunities such as the Recreation Fee Program, partnerships, public/private business ventures, and community and non-profit organization support; but the gap between needed services and what the national forests are able to deliver continues to grow each year.

There is an increasing need for emphasis on the recreation site alignment process to better align Forest Service sites and services with customer needs and to decommission sites that are not meeting customer needs.
Summary

Growing visitation to Alaska and increasing demand to access national forest land and recreation facilities coupled with flat budgets and insufficient workforce capacity are negatively affecting the Region’s capability to deliver recreation and tourism programs, facilities, and services. The Region needs to develop a strategy that will result in better cost recovery, improved efficiency in the delivery of programs and services, and additional revenue streams if we are to be able to close the gap between demand and service delivery, and to better align with changing customer needs.
More Information

Neil Hagadorn, Assistant Director for Recreation, (907) 586-9336, nhagadorn@fs.fed.us
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