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Introduction  
  
This addendum is intended to highlight changes to visitor use trends in Arctic Refuge that have 
occurred since the Public Use Summary for Arctic Refuge was published in April 2010.  The 
2010 Summary addresses history of public use and provides detailed information on visitor use 
patterns from 1998 to 2009.  Data limitations discussed in the 2010 Summary persist today.  
Specific topics of interest that are addressed in this addendum include:  total visitation, visitation 
by activity type, and distribution of visitors across the landscape.  Hunting/trapping effort and 
harvest are not assessed in this addendum.  Data analysis for this addendum is to be considered 
preliminary, as efforts continue to gather and analyze data on visitor use for Arctic Refuge. 
 
Total visitation 
  
Arctic Refuge is not able to conclusively document total Refuge visitation.  Estimates of 
numbers of recreational visits is obtained primarily from client use reports submitted by guide 
and air taxi companies.  Voluntary reports of visitor use from the Dalton Highway are collected 
annually from the Arctic Interagency Visitor Center (AIVC) in Coldfoot, AK.  Refuge managers 
suspect that visitor information derived from client use reports document the majority of Refuge 
Visitors, though much of the visitation remains unrecorded.  Inconsistencies in the way 
information is recorded on client use reports between individual commercial operator permittees 
(Recreational guides, Air Taxi Operators, Hunt Guides, Polar Bear Guides, Water Taxi 
Operators) adds to the challenge of assessing total visitation.   
 
Total known visitation, appears to have increased slightly in the past 10 years (2010-2019) as 
compared to the previous 9 years (2001-2009).  Visitation during the past 10 years appears to be 
increasing slightly, however data gaps in 2010 and 2013 limit ability to assess short term trends 
(Figure 1).   
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Figure 1.  Total known visitation, as reported by t the Arctic Interagency Visitor Center and commercial 
service providers.  

 
 
Activity Types 
   
Overall commercially supported hunting, river floating, hunting, and hiking/backpacking, and 
base camping activities continued at levels similar to the previous 10 years (Table 1).  

 

Table 1.  Commercially supported visitation by year and activity type.  

Total Number of Commercially Supported Visitors by Activity Type 

Activity Type 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 

Base Camping 13 72 24 10 30 45 36 47 37 40 

Hiking/Backpacking 78 118 132 47 128 113 131 88 49 47 

Hunting 78 297 270 66 64 61 62 69 73 73 

Polar Bear Viewing 39 220 371 207 823 1199 900 917 902 1316 

River Floating 139 313 247 92 207 114 119 103 115 123 

Other Activities 6 24 16  10 23 28 11 5 9 

TOTAL 353 1044 1060 422 1262 1555 1276 1235 1181 1608 
 

 
A rise in popularity of polar bear viewing was the main factor in increased total number of 
commercially guided trips (Figure 2).  However, assessing total number of individual visitors 
who view polar bears is challenging as most viewers take multiple “trips” into Arctic Refuge 
over the course of a few days.  More information on Polar bear viewing trends is available in the 
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Guided Recreational Polar Bear Viewing 2011-2014 Summary Report and the Guided 
Recreational Polar Bear Viewing 2015-2016 Summary Report. 

 

 
Figure 2.  Commercially supported visitation by activity type. 

 
Distribution of visitation 
 
Polar bear viewing has increased visitation to the Beaufort Sea Coast.  The Kongakut remains the 
most popular drainage used by visitors using commercial services, followed by the Canning 
Marsh Fork, Hulahula, Atigun, Coleen, and Sheenjak Rivers (Table 2).  

 

Table 2. Total number of commercially-supported visitors on each river drainage, by year. 

Total Number of Commercially Supported Visitors by Drainage 
River Drainage 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 Total Percent 
Beaufort Sea Coast 56 374 473 269 2124 1398 1118 1496 1107 1646 10061 61.28% 
Kongakut River 145 209 171 67 149 102 102 97 114 110 1266 7.71% 
Canning River-Marsh Fork 44 145 94 36 121 70 75 72 57 30 744 4.53% 
Atigun River 66 59 57 31 95 80 87 38 17 4 534 3.25% 
Hulahula River 18 77 85 72 51 44 20 46 39 40 492 3.00% 
Coleen River 14 34 44 21 40 45 62 52 52  364 2.22% 
Sheenjek River 25 67 79 35 36 24 30 15 14 14 339 2.06% 
UNKNOWN 4 28 19 5 2     247 293 1.78% 
Canning River 22 46 33 37 17 39 51 17 13 16 291 1.77% 
Ribdon River 10 61 31 10 10 10 22 39 39  232 1.41% 
Aichilik River 16 62 34 12 27 23 23 26 11 9 204 1.24% 
Ivishak River 22 42 28 11 29 4 14 36 18  204 1.24% 
Sadlerochit Mountains 2 9 26 16 16 7 5 21 26 28 156 0.95% 
Wind River  67 37 4 9  5 11 22  155 0.94% 
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Chandalar River-East Fork 19 38 38 6 6 20 11 7 7  152 0.93% 
Chandalar River-Middle Fork 6 12 20 6 12 20 18 12 10  116 0.71% 
Jago River 8 14 26  16 24 7 7 4 10 116 0.71% 
Junjik River 3 16 28 5 10  35 4 14  115 0.70% 
Echooka River 4 21 21 5 5 4 14    74 0.45% 
Sagavanirktok River 8 23 9 5  18 7   4 74 0.45% 
Katakturuk River 5 4    12 5 10 13 14 63 0.38% 
Lupine River 4 12   8 26     50 0.30% 
Sadlerochit River 4 13 15 5       37 0.23% 
Porcupine River  5   8  10 9   32 0.19% 
Old Crow River 8  7    6    21 0.13% 
Accomplishment Creek 2 4 14        20 0.12% 
Egaksrak River 5 14         19 0.12% 
Marsh Creek 5      5   6 16 0.10% 
Chandalar River-North Fork    7    8   15 0.09% 
Joe Creek   3     9   12 0.07% 
Chandalar River   4  4 3     11 0.07% 
Turner River  2       9  11 0.07% 
Okpilak River  2 5     3   10 0.06% 
Coleen River-East Fork  6      3   9 0.05% 
Firth River  3       6  9 0.05% 
Saviukiayak River     8      8 0.05% 
Bilwaddy Creek        6   6 0.04% 
Coleen River-Middle Fork  6         6 0.04% 
Kavik River  6         6 0.04% 
Juniper Creek      5     5 0.03% 
Kekiktuk River 2  3        5 0.03% 
Yukon River      5     5 0.03% 
Egakskak River  4         4 0.02% 
Coleen River-West Fork  1         1 0.01% 
Ekaluakat River   1        1 0.01% 
Grand Total 527 1496 1405 665 2803 1983 1732 2044 1592 2172 16419 100.00% 

 
 
 
Variability in popularity of individual rivers can be seen from year to year (Figure 3.)  Apparent 
drop in visitation in 2019 may be partly attributed to high number of drop-off locations reported 
as “Unknown” by commercial air operators.  Further analysis of data may allow for more 
location information to be included from 2019. 
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Figrue 3.  Comparative use of the most visited rivers by commercially supported visitors.   
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The rise in popularity of polar bear viewing has been the most substantial change in visitor use 
on Arctic Refuge over the past 10 years.  Recorded visitation of other types, and in other places, 
has remained comparable to trends reported from 2001 to 2009.  More information about non-
commercially supported activities is needed for a comprehensive assessment of visitor use. 
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