Use and Users

of the Cranberry Backcountry
in West Virginia:

insights for eastern
backcountry management

ABSTRACT

Management of backcountry recreation areas in the eastern
United States should be based in part on information about the
identity of backcountry users and what they seek in their
backcountry experiences. Because little of this kind of information
is now available, managers may be adopting some strategies with
inadequate knowledge of the consequences of their decisions.
Results of a study of users of the Cranberry Backcountry in West
Virginia describe the potential impact of several management
alternatives. Cranberry Backcountry visitors and western
Wilderness Area visitors are compared.
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Figure 1.—Cranberry Backcountry.



INTRODUCTION

MONG THE MANY goods and services pro-

vided by National Forests in the eastern
United States is the opportunity for a backcoun-
try recreation experience. This experience might
be characterized as one of solitude, exploration,
and challenge in a setting that has little evi-
dence of man’s impact. Few studies have been
done to describe the recreationists who seek
this kind of experience on eastern National
Forests. Such information is badly needed to
develop backcountry management alternatives.
This paper seeks to provide descriptive infor-
mation about visitors to a specific backcountry
area and to summarize their opinions about
management of the area.

The Study Area

The Cranberry Backeountry is a 53,000-acre
parcel of the Monongahela National Forest in
West Virginia (fig. 1). The topography is hilly to
mountainous, with elevations ranging from less
than 2500 feet to more than 4500 feet. The
Backcountry contains the headwaters of the
Cranberry River and provides some of the finest
trout fishing in West Virginia. Primitive camp-
ing, hiking, nature study, and hunting are also
favored recreational activities.

The “Back Country” was established in 1936
when roads through the area were gated and of-
ficially closed to all entry as a fire-prevention
measure. This closure was terminated in 1945,
and from then until 1975 the area was under the
Forest Service’s multiple-use/sustained-yield
forest management. On January 3, 1975, the
Cranberry Wilderness Study Area was es-
tablished under Public Law 93-622. This law set
aside 36,300 acres in the eastern portion of the
Cranberry Backcountry to be studied for possi-
ble inclusion in the National Wilderness Preser-
vation System.

Although there is a secondary road system
within the Cranberry Backcountry, it is used
only for administrative purposes. Public access
is provided through nine gated entrances that
are evenly distributed around the boundary.
There is a fairly well-developed trail system
throughout the Backcountry. Recreational
travel is restricted to hiking, bicycling, and

horseback riding. Recreational use of the
Cranberry Backcountry was estimated at about
40,000 visitor-days in 1972.

The Visitor Survey

In response to a need for information about
dispersed recreation in the Backcountry, the
Forest Service developed the Cranberry
Backcountry Visitor Survey. This survey took
place between April 1 and December 15, 1972.
Self-registration boxes were set up at each gated
entrance point and all visitors 16 years or older
were asked to register (fig. 2). Every 18th
registered visitor was mailed a questionnaire
that asked the visitor’s opinions of his Back-
country experience and of present Backcountry
management, about possible solutions to recog-
nized problems, about the level of facility
development in and adjacent to the Backcountry,
and about himself.

On randomly selected days, a person was
stationed inside the Cranberry Campground en-
trance gate to check registration rates. This one
gate has traditionally contributed about 60 per-
cent of the total use of the Backcountry.
Whenever someone did not register at the self-
registration box, the checker would ask him to
register. Reasons given for not registering at the
box were: in a hurry; will register on way out;

Figure 2.—Visitors were asked to register each
time they entered the Backcountry.



too wet; too lazy; ete. No one refused to register
when asked to do so. A separate list of these
“non-volunteer registrants” was compiled and
every fourth non-volunteer registrant was
mailed a questionnaire. ’

More than 550 questionnaires were mailed.
After two reminders had been sent, 413 of the
questionnaires were returned. Response rates
were 80 percent for volunteer registrants and 70
percent for non-volunteer registrants. A com-
parison of questionnaires from the two groups
showed no significant differences in responses,
except that a greater percentage of the non-
volunteer registrants listed as their major
reason for visiting the Cranberry Backcountry
fishing, and fewer listed hiking, nature study, or
camping.

SURVEY RESULTS

Results of the survey are descriptive.
Reported percentages generally had a deviation
of + 10 percent; measurement error was con-
sidered where appropriate. Chi-square tests
were utilized in some cases in which results
might otherwise have been ambiguous. Con-
fidence levels are reported in these instances.

The Cranberry
Backcountry Visitor

A trout fisherman under 30 years old from
West Virginia is a description of nearly 60 per-
cent of the Cranberry Backcountry visitors.
About one-quarter of all users were female.
Most visitors came with one to three friends or
family members and stayed either a few hours
or a couple of days. Just over half the
respondents indicated less than a day’s stay; 45
percent stayed between 1 and 3 days. The
remaining 4 percent stayed 4 to 15 days.

About a quarter of the respondents indicated
that they had not previously visited the
Cranberry Backcountry. Of those who had
visited the area, 3 in 10 had been coming to the
Cranberry Backcountry for 10 years or more; 2
in 10 for 6 to 9 years; and nearly 4in 10 for2 to 5
years.

Only one respondent in four was a member of
an outdoor organization. Hunting and fishing
organizations accounted for 45 percent of those
who had such organizational affiliations,
whereas youth groups (i.e., scouts, 4-H, ete.) ac-

counted for 32 percent. Conservation and outing
clubs accounted for the remaining 23 percent of
the affiliations. About a quarter of these af-
filiated respondents belonged to more than one
organization.

Results of past wilderness surveys have
characterized western wilderness users as
highly educated. Hendee et al. (1968) reported
the distribution of educational attainment
among western wilderness users; about one-
third had less than 13 years education, about
one-third had a college degree or some college
education, and almost one-third had done
postgraduate work. Cranberry Backcountry
users were different; 64 percent had less than 13
years education, 26 percent had some college or
had finished college, and only 11 percent had
done postgraduate work. The differences in
these distributions may be due, in part, to
differences in the ages of respondents in the two
studies. Hendee reports that 22 percent of the
respondents in his study were under 24 years
old, whereas 30 percent of the respondents in
the Cranberry Backcountry Survey were under
24 years old. In spite of the differences in the
two distributions, the educational levels for
Cranberry Backcountry respondents still com-
pare very favorably with U.S. educational
levels. Table 1 shows a comparison of these two
distributions. Note, again, the age discrepancy.

Although the distribution of educational at-
tainment among Cranberry Backcountry
visitors is not the same as Hendee's distribution,
Cranberry Backcountry visitors do appear to be
more highly educated than the U.S. population
as a whole. Educational attainment and occupa-
tion were highly correlated. White-collar oc-
cupations were reported by 36 percent of the
Cranberry Backcountry respondents and blue-
collar occupations by 40 percent; 23 percent of
the respondents were students, housewives, or
retirees. One percent were unemployed.

Nearly 90 percent of the respondents
answered the question about total family in-
come. The distribution of incomes is shown in
table 1, along with data for the U.S. and for
West Virginia. The income distributions in-
dicate that Cranberry Backcountry visitors are
slightly more affluent than the U.S. population
in general and considerably more affluent than
most residents of West Virginia. These obser-
vations are similar to those at western
Wilderness Areas (Stankey 1971).








