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Key Message

The Alaska Railroad and the Forest Service have joined together to develop Whistle Stop stations between Anchorage and Seward to provide opportunities for sustainable tourism, to benefit local economies, and to open the heart of the Alaskan backcountry to people of all abilities. Significant achievements in 2006 have made this vision a reality with infrastructure in place and rail service started in Summer 2007, in time for Alaskans and visitors to celebrate the Chugach 100th Anniversary. 
Issue

The Alaska Railroad and the Forest Service are partnering to offer the public a tourism experience found nowhere else in the United States. Modern trains will whisk people deep into the inaccessible, roadless backcountry of the Chugach National Forest. Passengers will enjoy the spectacular scenery of glaciers, ice-capped crags, meadows and lakes, all from the comfort of a rail car. 
At five designated Whistle Stops, passengers can exit the train to experience this wild country on short walks to scenic views or on longer hikes, staying at rustic cabins and campsites. 
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Background

Making this vision a reality first requires investments in remote facilities and equipment. The key facility need is Whistle Stop stations where passengers can safely load and unload from the train. A typical Whistle Stop station includes amenities such as a wheelchair lift, toilet, shelter and an information kiosk. Facilities will be located a safe distance from the railroad tracks to increase user safety. Recreation infrastructure including trails, campsites and cabins will be constructed over several years.
The key equipment need is self-propelled passenger cars to transport passengers to the various stations. New self-propelled passenger cars are required because the Railroad’s existing passenger equipment is already fully utilized. For safety and operational concerns, two passenger vehicles are necessary. In September 2006, the Forest Service was awarded a $4.7 million federal grant through the “Alternative Transportation in Parks and Public Lands Program” to purchase a self-propelled rail car. 
Current Situation: 2007 Accomplishments
Construction complete on the Spencer Whistle Stop facilities: 
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The Spencer Glacier Whistle Stop infrastructure was fully constructed in July 2007. Constructed by the Alaska Railroad, this fully accessible site consists of historically-themed waiting shelters, interpretive kiosks and standard recreation amenities.
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A 1.5 miles of section of trail to connect the Whistle Stop to the Spencer lakeside viewing platform is complete. This fully accessible trail meanders along the Placer River, culminating in awe-inspiring views of Spencer Glacier and the viewing platform. An additional two miles of accessible trail is 60% complete and is slated for public opening in 2008. 

· The Spencer Lake viewing platform was built by skilled Forest Service employees utilizing native dry stacked stone, evoking memories of construction techniques reminiscent of the Civilian Conservation Corps or “CCC” era.

· A group campsite will be completed in 2008. This fee site will be fully accessible, with a capacity for 25 campers. 
Future Plans
· Project funding is nearly one-third in place. $6 million of the $18 million initially projected has been secured.

· Estimated remaining cost to reach full project implementation is $13 million. This includes an additional self-propelled rail car, four additional Whistle Stop stations, and 30 miles of trail with associated bridges, six public-use cabins, and 24 backcountry campsites.

· Capacity to utilize $2 million per year for on-the-ground construction. With NEPA completed, project implementation is under way with the capacity to use $2 million per year.
More Information 

Tim Charnon, Recreation Staff Officer, Chugach National Forest (907) 754-2352

Ruth Monahan, Director; Recreation, Lands, & Minerals; Alaska Region (907) 586-9336
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