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Winter activities abound on Kenai National Wildlife
Refuge

by Bill Kent

Most folks who use the resources of the Ke-
nai national Wildlife Refuge do so during our splen-
did Alaska summers. Fishing, hiking, camping and
wildlife watching are favorite pursuits of refuge vis-
itors. I wonder how many of you know about the
opportunities available during our long, dark Alaska
winters? The days are getting longer and warmer now,
and this is the prime time for winter activities on the
refuge.

One of the most popular winter activities is ice
fishing; many of the lakes with good populations of
trout are accessible with a short drive onto the refuge.
Engineer and Hidden Lakes in the Skilak Loop are
very popular destinations, as well as lakes along Swan-
son River and Swan Lake Roads. But as the weather
warms, watch out for thin ice; we have been known to
drop a vehicle or two in the late spring.

Snowmobile enthusiasts make good use of the
refuge areas that are open for snowmachining. A large
portion of the popular Caribou Hills lies within the
refuge, and there are excellent trails leading into the
northern parts of the refuge

I should note that we ask snowmachiners to stay
below timberline in their travels. This restriction is de-
signed to avoid disturbing the caribou that are feeding
on the windswept high plateaus and exposed moun-
tain slopes. You can pick up a map at our Visitor Cen-
ter that shows which areas of the refuge are open or
closed.

There are good cross-country ski trails at our head-
quarters/visitor center on Ski Hill Road south of Sol-
dotna. These trails are not as fancy as the groomed
Tsalteshi Trails at Skyview High School. Our trails are
narrow and rolling, and offer you a different and qui-
eter skiing experience – and your changes of seeing a

moose or other wildlife are quite good.
At this time of the year, long-distance skiers can

pick up good snowmachine trails that lead for miles
into the backcountry, such as the Funny River horse
trail, or the Doc Pollard Trail from Kasilof to Tustu-
mena Lake. On a bright, sunny day you can ski forever
on these trails, especially if they have an inch or two
of fresh powder or have been groomed by the snow-
machiners.

Have you ever through about winter camping?
many of the refuge campgrounds remain open through
the winter, and a good number of folks have dis-
covered the contrast with the crowded summer days.
Winter camping exposes you to a new world – it is
VERY quiet in the campgrounds, and the sounds of the
refuge in winter are quite different from the hustle and
bustle of summer. It’s getting to be a good time for owl
listening, for example, because owls set up housekeep-
ing about his time of year. Check out the great horned
owls along Swan Lake Road in the evenings.

Winter wildlife watching can be quite rewarding
on the refuge, particularly for moose and bald ea-
gles. Don’t approach those moose too closely, how-
ever; they’ve had a tough winter and any excitement
uses up valuable calories that they need to survive un-
til green-up. They are getting a bit stubborn now and
aren’t too quick to move out of the way.

Hopefully, you have already discovered some of
these great winter activities on the Kenai National
Wildlife Refuge. Twomillion acres is a lot of backyard,
and wintertime makes a lot of it much more accessible
than it is in the summertime.

Bill Kent is the Supervisory Park Ranger who is re-
sponsible for visitor services at the Refuge. He and his
family live in Soldotna.

2 USFWS Kenai National Wildlife Refuge


