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Field Report
Kenai National Wildlife Refuge

(
1.0
Summary

The Kenai National Wildlife Refuge (NWR) covers nearly two million acres of land on the Kenai Peninsula south of Anchorage, Alaska.  The mission of the wildlife refuge is first, to provide conservation areas for the indigenous wildlife and second, to provide wildlife dependent recreation opportunities.

The estimated annual number of visitors to the refuge is 400,000.  The visitors’ fish, hunt, hike, view wildlife, camp, and canoe.  The single most popular activity is fishing during salmon spawning season.  The level of visitation during this period applies the greatest stress on the current transportation and parking systems of the NWR and adjacent local jurisdictions.

The popular fishing areas on the Kenai River attract the most concentrated activity during the peak season and would be the most likely to benefit from a future Alternative Transportation System (ATS) improvement.  Feasible ATS alternatives for the Kenai NWR include:

· An on-demand shuttle service from the new main Visitor Center or other large parking lot to and from the major activity areas such as the Kenai and Russian River confluence or Funny River Road fishing access; and

· Regularly scheduled Skilak Lake Road shuttle service loop to connecting campsites along the road with premier fishing areas such as the Kenai and Russian Rivers.

(
2.0
Background Information

2.1
Location

The Kenai NWR is located on the Kenai Peninsula, near the Chugach National Forest and the towns of Soldotna, Kenai and Sterling, Alaska.  The northern border of the refuge is only 20 air miles from Anchorage and the airport at the town of Kenai has frequent service with Anchorage.  The refuge is also accessible from the Sterling Highway, approximately 110 road miles from Anchorage.  Figure 1 shows the location of the Kenai NWR.

Figure 1.
Location of the Kenai Peninsula
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2.2
Administration and Classification

The Kenai NWR is one of 16 wildlife refuges in the state of Alaska.  The offices of the 33 full-time employees and the main entrance to the refuge are located in Soldotna, Alaska.

2.3
Physical Description

Bounded by the western slopes of the Kenai Mountains, Kenai Fjords National Park, and the Cook Inlet, the Kenai NWR is nearly two million acres in size, 1,350,000 acres of which are designated as the Kenai Wilderness.  The refuge has some of each type of Alaskan wilderness including tundra, mountains, wetlands, and forest.  The refuge has 250 miles of trails, 14 year-round campgrounds, an extensive canoe trail system, and very popular fishing areas.

2.4
Mission and Goals of the Refuge

President Roosevelt established the Kenai NWR, formerly known as the Kenai National Moose Range, in 1941 to preserve and maintain the large population of moose in the Kenai Peninsula.  Other animals on the refuge include beaver, brown and black bear, caribou, coyote, Dall sheep, lynx, mountain goat, wolf, wolverine, and many small mammals, waterfowl, and resident and migratory birds.  The refuge is also home to spawning salmon in refuge rivers and the Cook Inlet.

There is an inherent dichotomy in the mission of the refuge to maintain conservation areas for wildlife populations and their habitats while providing opportunities for wildlife-related recreation and education.  The refuge places priority on the wildlife populations and their habitats and would curb any recreational activity detrimental to this primary mission.

2.5
Visitation Levels and Visitor Profile

The estimated number of visitors to the Kenai NWR is 400,000 people per year.  Major activities on the refuge include fishing, hiking, camping, and canoeing.  Fishing is the most popular activity on the refuge.  Weekend visitation during the peak fishing season often results in extremely limited parking and few, if any, available campsites.  The refuge is also one of southern Alaska’s most popular destinations for Anchorage residents.  Most non-local visitors to the refuge spend one to two weeks at the refuge, though some visitors with motor homes stay up to six weeks.  Since the refuge’s creation in 1941 visitation has doubled three times and visitation continues to increase as opportunities for more refuge activities increase.  Although the majority of the annual visitation is concentrated in the short summer season, with a peak in July, there are opportunities for winter recreation such as cross-country skiing and snow machine use.

The Kenai NWR is home to one of the most active salmon fishing locations in the country.  At the junction of the Kenai and Russian Rivers, visitors may engage in what is called “Combat Fishing”:  anglers vie for a premier fishing spot in crowded conditions to catch their limit.  Often sporting hip or chest waders and safety goggles, anglers stand shoulder-to-shoulder on the riverbanks to fish.

The refuge also provides interpretive education opportunities for school groups.  The majority of student groups come in the late spring or early fall.  The refuge is within easy access of all of the elementary schools in the area, but can only accommodate one class of students at a time.

Tour buses and shuttle buses on the peninsula operate mostly out of Seward, Alaska.  Princess cruise lines and other passenger cruise ships dock in Seward and then shuttle passengers north to Denali and Anchorage.  Few cruise ship passengers with vacation packages deviate from planned activities to visit the Kenai NWR.

Alaskan Wildland Adventures operates a lodge on the refuge and provides an alternative to visitors desiring to engage in eco-tourism activities.  The scenic raft trip is one of the most popular recreation activities offered by the lodge.

Over the past 20 years the use of the refuge has grown to include more non-consuming uses in addition to traditional hunting and fishing activities.  The refuge is now accom​modating more visitors with interests in extreme sports as well as spiritual activities.

Recreational vehicle (RV) use has also increased along with the prevalence of retired visi​tors.  Many retirees use full or oversized vehicles to experience the refuge.  The refuge provides some amenities for RVs, including two dump stations.  Furthermore, the Fred Meyers (superstore) has made additional parking facilities available to RVs in its lot at the edge of the refuge in Soldotna.
(
3.0
Existing Conditions, Issues and Concerns
3.1
Transportation Conditions, Issues and Concerns

Though the Visitor Center is located off the Sterling Highway in Soldotna, there are sev​eral entrances to the refuge and activity areas.  Some of the refuge roads are asphalt; most consist of dirt and gravel material.  Two of the main roads through the refuge are Sterling Highway and Funny River Road.

The Sterling Highway is the main route to the gateway communities outside the refuge boundaries in addition to providing the main access to the refuge itself.  The Kenai-Russian River Access Area is located off the Sterling Highway (see Figure 2).  The Kenai-Russian River area is home to the Russian River Ferry and the premier fishing area on the refuge.  Parking for this area is located on one side of the river and is often at or over capacity during peak fishing season, especially during fishing season weekends.  At peak periods, cars may be double-parked thus blocking early arrivals from leaving and impeding the access of emergency vehicles.  On July 3rd, 1994 this parking lot held a maximum of 497 cars, including oversized vehicles.  An average of 38 vehicles per day was parked in this lot during the peak season.

Figure 2.
Russian River Ferry and Parking
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The Russian River Ferry, operated by an independent concessionaire under refuge guidance, provides access to the opposite bank of the river.  Over the 1998 season (from June 14 to September 1, 1998), the ferry sold 34,000 tickets.  As of August 1, 1999, the con​cessionaire had sold over 30,000 tickets for this season (June 6 to September 5, 1999) and had counted an additional 20,000 visitors to the confluence of these rivers.

Funny River Road poses additional parking difficulties.  The road runs along the south side of the Kenai River, in the western part of the refuge, and provides specific designated access areas to the river.  Most of the land between the Kenai River and Funny River Road is privately owned.  This area has experienced parking and trespassing problems during salmon season by anglers wanting to access the riverbank easement.  Due to parking shortages anglers often parked off-road causing resource and environmental damage.  To mitigate the parking problems in this area the refuge has posted signs prohibiting parking along the side of the road.  The refuge is building two new large parking lots with a small ranger station on Funny River Road to provide access to the Kenai River during peak fishing season.

One of the most heavily traveled roads internal to the refuge is Skilak Lake Road.  This 19-mile road provides access to campgrounds, hiking trails, and fishing areas of the refuge and averages 2,000 cars per day during the peak season.  Skilak Lake Road is often in need of repair.  The refuge is seeking funds from TEA‑21 to pave the road.

3.2
Community Development Conditions, Issues and Concerns

Three gateway communities on the peninsula neighbor the refuge:  the towns of Kenai, Soldotna and Sterling.  Residents in all three have an appreciation for the refuge habitat and many are economically dependent on the tourism the refuge attracts.  Nevertheless, the communities struggle over competing sources of economic development:  Kenai, located on the Cook Inlet, is also home to oil and gas industry and commercial fishing.  Soldotna’s economy, more than the other two towns, is based on tourism and sport fishing and its services are focused on the ability to provide a quality recreation experience.

Due to the subsistence resources available at the Kenai NWR the refuge is subject to Title VIII of the Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation Act (ANILCA), which gives fishing priority to rural, local residents in times of shortage.  As of October 1, 1999, the federal government will begin regulating fishing on federal lands.

3.3
Natural or Cultural Resource Conditions, Issues and Concerns

Conservation of the wildlife and their habitats is the foremost goal of the refuge (see Figure 3).  Hunting and fishing are allowed, however, as these activities control over​population and are monitored and regulated by the refuge.

Some resource damage occurs when visitors disregard the barriers established to protect habitats along access roadways.  Owners of four-wheel-drive vehicles are the most fre​quent offenders.  To lessen resource damage and enhance relationships with private land​owners on Funny River Road, the refuge posted signs prohibiting parking along the side of the road.  As stated earlier in this report, the refuge is building two new large parking lots with a small ranger station on Funny River Road to provide space for access to the Kenai River during peak fishing season.

Figure 3.
Refuge Scenery
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The most fragile resource on the refuge is the tundra landscape, which covers approxi​mately eight percent of the refuge.

3.4
Recreation Conditions, Issues and Concerns

Though the top priority and mission of the refuge is to provide wildlife habitats, one of the main goals of the refuge is to provide wildlife-dependent recreation.  The refuge pro​vides opportunities for both consuming and non-consuming uses including hunting, fishing, hiking, canoeing and backpacking.

(
4.0
Planning and Coordination

4.1
Unit Plans

Planning documents identified and used to support the development of this site report included the Kenai NWR Comprehensive Conservation Plan, Environmental Impact Statement and Wilderness Review, January 1985.  More recently, the refuge set five pri​orities to guide the implementation and expansion of facilities and activities.  The first of these five priorities was to “Develop infrastructure to fully support refuge purposes.”  This priority includes the construction of a new Visitor Center with an auditorium and office space in addition to other construction projects on the refuge.  The new Visitor Center would be located off Sterling Highway across from a local high school.

Currently, the refuge is constructing two new parking lots on Funny River Road and has plans to pave Skilak Lake Road.

4.2
Public and Agency Coordination

The refuge management staff has been working with Alaska Department of Transportation (ADOT) and the regional and local governments to plan for and coordinate construction of new roadway capacity into and within the refuge.  ADOT is currently widening the road between Soldotna and the Seward Highway.  In addition, some efforts have been made to improve coordination between the refuge transportation projects and the plan​ning activities by the gateway municipalities.

(
5.0
Assessment of Need

5.1
Magnitude of Need

ATS may have potential to enhance the experience of visitors to the various recreational attractions in the refuge.  Connections between the dispersed camping sites or local lodges/hotels and the popular fishing areas may provide some congestion and parking overflow relief during peak fishing season.  Furthermore, it may reduce the need to con​sider how users can transport equipment needed for the activities on the refuge.

5.2
Feasible Alternatives

Potential ATS strategies may include the following:

· Implementation of a demand responsive shuttle service from the new main Visitor Center or other large parking lot to and from several major activity areas such as the Kenai and Russian River confluence or Funny River Road fishing access; and

· Regularly scheduled Skilak Lake Road shuttle service loop to connect with campsites along the road with premier fishing area such as the Kenai and Russian Rivers.

(
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