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CHAPTER TWO: ALTERNATIVES

OVERVIEW

This section describes four action alternatives and a no-action alternative for managing the
backcountry of Denali National Park and Preserve. Each alternative represents a distinct vision for
the park’s backcountry as described by a set of actions related to the establishment of management
areas, wilderness management, access, commercial services, facility development, administrative
activities, and easements and boundary changes. Matrices at the end of this section summarize these
actions by topic and alternative. These alternatives replace the “action alternatives” from the Draft
Denali National Park and Preserve Backcountry Management Plan and Environmental Impact
Statement published in February 2003.

DEVELOPMENT OF THE ALTERNATIVES

The backcountry of Denali National Park and Preserve includes the entire park, except for the
development sub-areas delineated in the 1997 Entrance Area and Road Corridor Development
Concept Plan (DCP). During winter months, the backcountry also includes any portion of the road
corridor not open to public vehicle traffic. The National Park Service developed the alternatives for
backcountry management based on the legal, regulatory, and policy direction presented in chapter 1,
combined with resource and use information and concerns gathered by research in the park, at
public scoping sessions (see Chapter 5, Consultation and Coordination), and from public comments
on the Draft Environmental Impact Statement. Appendix J of the original draft plan (NPS 2003d)
provides additional information about considerations used in developing alternatives.

This plan is intended to guide backcountry management for 20 years. Because of this long timeline,
the National Park Service made an effort not only to address the specific issues and concerns of
today, but to craft alternatives that provide sufficient general guidance future managers could use to
address concerns arising during the life of the plan. Among other topics, the section Actions
Common to All Action Alternatives addresses some of the underlying approaches the National Park
Service would use to manage the Denali backcountry under any of the action alternatives.

The four alternatives outlined in this section replace the four action alternatives from the original
Draft Backcountry Management Plan and Environmental Impact Statement released in February,
2003. Alternative A – the “no action” alternative from that plan – is still valid. The new alternatives
were developed in response to public comment on the original draft.

Each management alternative represents a vision for the future character of the Denali backcountry
that is distinct from the other alternatives. The National Park Service believes each alternative is
consistent with direction provided by law and policy; the alternatives differ only in the degree to
which they emphasize particular values for which the park was established. The action alternatives
fall roughly along a spectrum. Experiential values related to wilderness character – typically defined
by opportunities for solitude, to hear natural sounds, to explore with minimal guidance, and to
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encounter wildlife undisturbed in its native habitat – are at one end of the spectrum. Values related
to recreational opportunity in a wilderness context including diversity of opportunities, more options
for access, and more supportive services and infrastructure are at the other end. All alternatives
propose measures to protect wilderness resource values and provide opportunities for wilderness
recreational activities.

Each of the alternatives is described thoroughly in the sections below through the following topics.

• Management Areas
• Access
• Wilderness Management
• Commercial Services
• Backcountry Facilities
• Administration and Scientific Activities
• Easements and Boundary Changes

Existing backcountry units and requirements for overnight camping permits, use limits, and food
storage have been developed through previous planning efforts, including the 1976 Backcountry
Management Plan and its subsequent modifications. These provisions would continue unless
modified by actions in the alternatives. This guidance is explained in appendix D.
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  Alternative 1 – No Action

OVERVIEW

The National Park Service would continue the present management direction, guided by the 1986
General Management Plan, the 1997 Entrance Area Road Corridor Development Concept Plan, the
1997 South Side Denali Development Concept Plan, the 1997 Strategic Plan, and the 1976
backcountry management plan with amendments.  Recreational use and access patterns would
continue to develop and the agency would respond as necessary on a case-by-case basis. No new
services or facilities would be developed to meet increased levels of use in the backcountry, except
for those identified in the Entrance Area or South Side plans.

MANAGEMENT AREAS

There would be no new management areas defined for the backcountry of Denali National Park and
Preserve. The entire backcountry would continue to be designated as a “Natural Area” described by
the 1986 General Management Plan as follows:

Lands and waters in this zone are managed to protect natural resources, processes, and
habitat for wildlife, and to provide opportunities for recreational activities.
Subsistence uses by local rural residents are permitted in the 1980 additions to the
park where such uses are traditional in accordance with the provisions of Title VIII of
ANILCA. Because of the relatively pristine nature of the park, more than 97 percent
of the total acreage is in this zone. This zone includes those lands either designated as
wilderness or determined suitable for designation as wilderness. These lands will be
managed to ensure that natural processes prevail. Those uses compatible with the
1964 Wilderness Act and special uses allowed by ANILCA will be permitted in this
subzone.

The only distinctions between areas of the backcountry would be the legislative distinctions of the
designated wilderness in the former Mount McKinley National Park, the 1980 national park
additions, and the national preserves. There would be no resource or social standards defined for any
portion of the backcountry.

ACCESS

The National Park Service would continue to manage access in the national park and preserve using
only existing guidance from regulations, management policies, and general management plans.

There would be no new registration requirements, nor would the NPS provide for advanced
registration in the Kantishna Hills. An unlimited number of climbers could continue to register to
climb Mount McKinley in a season.
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There would be no change in the management of motorized access into Denali by airplane,
snowmachine, or motorboat. Airplanes could continue to land in the Old Park, park additions, and
preserve. Snowmachines could be used for traditional activities throughout the park additions and
preserve, and no guidance would be provided on the definition of the term “traditional activities” for
future regulation. If Congress considers additional wilderness designations for Denali, the National
Park Service would not seek special accommodation for the continuation of snowmachine access for
non-traditional activities.

The National Park Service would not form an advisory group to address resource concerns arising
from aircraft overflights, nor would the NPS establish an internal working group for addressing the
resource impacts of educational and guided group hiking in the backcountry.

WILDERNESS MANAGEMENT

The National Park Service would continue to manage wilderness using only existing service-wide
policy as described in the Wilderness Management section of chapter 1.

Group Size
Decisions about group size would continue to be made on a case-by-case basis for commercial and
educational groups. There would be no established group size limit for private parties.

Human Waste
There would be no new requirement for carrying out human waste from the West Buttress route or
around glacier landing areas. The human waste policy in the Superintendent’s Compendium would
continue to apply.

Climbing Tools
There would be no prohibition on power drills as a climbing tool, nor a policy on fixed and
removable anchors other than those provided for by national policy and regulation.

COMMERCIAL SERVICES

Existing regulation and policy described in chapter 1 would guide commercial services decisions in
the backcountry. The National Park Service would not clarify the interpretation of criteria for
providing commercial services at Denali. There would be no guidance on the allocation of capacity
in the backcountry between independent travelers, educational programs, and guided activities.

Existing backcountry commercial services would continue as described in the Visitor Use and
Experience section of chapter 3.

Commercial Airplane Landings
There would be neither limits established on the number of commercial airplane landings nor
additional limits on where landings can occur in the park additions and preserve.
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Guided Hiking
Guided hiking in the Old Park would stay at the existing levels described in the Visitor Use and
Experience section of chapter 3. There would be no guided backpacking in the Old Park or
Kantishna Hills area. No guided hiking would be allowed on entrance area trails.

Guided Sport Hunting
The two guided sport hunting areas would continue as at present.

BACKCOUNTRY FACILITIES

Trails
No new backcountry trails would be constructed other than those approved in the 1997 Entrance
Area and Road Corridor DCP, including the Nenana River, the Triple Lakes (reconstruction), the
Savage Alpine, and Savage Campground-Savage River Trails. Existing trails would be maintained;
these are described in the Visitor Use and Experience section of chapter 3. The NPS would continue
its policy of generally not constructing trails in the Old Park and the northern additions.

Park Road
During winter months, snow on one lane of the park road would continue to be packed from the
Headquarters gate to Mile 7 to allow maintenance activities that prevent the buildup of ice on the
road in this section while still allowing it to be used for winter recreational activities such as skiing
and dog mushing. Snow would not be removed from the road until necessary to prepare the road for
summer season use.

Campsites
There would be no designated campsites in the backcountry.

Shelters and Cabins
The National Park Service would not construct any new public use cabins. There would be no public
use cabins in the park; however, NPS would still pursue as a joint project the six public use cabins
on state land near the park boundary in the Tokositna and Chelatna Lake areas as described in the
1997 South Side Denali Development Concept Plan (DCP).

Information Facilities
There would be no new information facilities. The Wilderness Access Center (summer only), Murie
Science and Learning Center (winter only), and the Talkeetna Ranger Station would remain the
primary points of contact for backcountry visitors. Information would also be available at the park
entrance area Visitor Center and Eielson Visitor Center.

ADMINISTRATIVE AND SCIENTIFIC ACTIVITIES

Administrative Camps
The existing patrol structure and administrative camps on Mount McKinley would be retained. New
administrative camps would be considered on an ad hoc basis.
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Information and Education
There would be no criteria established for offering educational programs in the backcountry.

Aviation
The NPS would not complete a plan for minimizing and accounting for administrative and research
use of aircraft.

Research and Resource Management
There would be no establishment of management-area-specific criteria for determining appropriate
kinds of research activity.

EASEMENTS AND BOUNDARY CHANGES

Easements
There would continue to be no public access to the existing 17(b) easement between Cantwell and
the park boundary at Windy Creek.

Land Exchanges
The National Park Service would not seek to adjust park boundaries.



Chapter 2:  Alternatives  39

A
ctions C

om
m

on

  Actions Common to All Action Alternatives

The following actions are included in each of the action alternatives, alternatives 2, 3, 4, and 5.

MANAGEMENT AREAS

All action alternatives in the plan would establish management areas for the entire park and
preserve. Each management area reflects an overall management concept or vision and provides for
a related set of opportunities in the backcountry. Each area is defined by a set of desired future
resource and social conditions. Allocation of management areas is a prescriptive process that
describes the desired condition rather than the existing condition.

For all areas, common management policies would apply to subsistence activities, fire management,
cultural resources management, natural resources management, and reclamation as expressed in
other plans. These plans include:

• Subsistence Management Plan (NPS 2000i, annual updates)
• Fire Management Plan (NPS 2004a)
• Resource Management Plan (NPS 1998)
• Reclamation Plan (NPS 2001c)

Maps 2-1, 2-2, 2-3, 2-4, and 2-5 show how management areas would be applied under each
alternative.

Inholdings in various areas are not shown on the maps, but the National Park Service recognizes
these private lands and respects the rights of landowners. Inholdings are located primarily in the
Kantishna area, with some in the northwest part of the preserve and a few on the south side, such as
the Mountain House in the Ruth Amphitheater and the Tokosha Mountain Lodge along the
Tokositna River. Management areas do not apply to lands that have been conveyed to private owners
(including Native corporations) or the State of Alaska.

Management Area Descriptions

The management areas are defined to provide specific recreational opportunities and resource
conditions that are appropriate given the purposes for which the national park unit was established
and that play a specific role within the context of recreational opportunities within the region. Not
every management area is applied in every alternative. Most of the areas are designed to cover
substantial areas of the park and preserve, but some – including the Backcountry Hiker, Corridor,
Portal, and West Buttress Special Use areas – are intended to provide high use routes, trails, or
landing areas to accommodate backcountry transportation and concentrated use directed at particular
destinations. In most alternatives the former Mount McKinley National Park (the Old Park) has
separately defined management areas to reflect its unique history, resource values, and legal status.
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The management areas are defined in the following table. Each area has an indicated purpose,
followed by descriptive terms for several qualities that define minimally acceptable conditions for
that management area. These qualities are indicators of the visitor experience and resource
conditions in each management area. Although they do not capture the entire range of qualities that
comprise the experience and resources of the area, they are intended to provide a reasonable
indication to visitors of what they should expect, and guidance to managers about appropriate
management actions and levels of use. The indicators chosen for the Denali backcountry include the
following:

Resource Conditions
• Trail and campsite disturbance
• Evidence of modern human use
• Landscape modifications
• Litter and human waste
• Natural sound disturbance

Social Conditions
• Encounters with other people
• Encounters with large groups
• Camping density
• Accessibility
• Management presence

Following the definitions in table 2-1 is a set of tables (tables 2-2 through 2-9) that provide a key for
the indicators, defining them and their condition levels. These tables provide a narrative description
for desired conditions, specific standards that provide a quantitative interpretation of those
conditions, and both a monitoring strategy and a review process for each indicator.
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Key to the Management Area Descriptors

The following tables present qualitative and, where possible, quantitative standards for each descriptor
used in Table 2-1; a monitoring strategy, and a review process for each indicator to allow for changes if
the indicators or standards are not functioning as intended or new information requires a reappraisal.
Generally, if minimally acceptable standards are approached, the National Park Service would take
actions described in this plan to prevent the standard from being exceeded.

Where specific standards are provided, the National Park Service would expect those standards to be
achieved for 95% of all measurements or samples obtained through monitoring over the course of a
visitor season (e.g., May to September for summer activities, February to April for late winter
activities).
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Indicators are selected to represent those resources and conditions that are allowed to change until they
reach the minimally acceptable condition. However, the National Park Service would take action to
manage visitor use under many other circumstances if that use would be detrimental to resource values
of the park. For example, the National Park Service would act to avoid the introduction of exotic plant
species to the park backcountry; to protect wildlife habitat particularly during critical times such as
breeding, nesting, and denning; to protect subsistence resources and opportunities; and to avoid bear-
human conflict.

Management Area Designations

Management area designations vary through most alternatives. However, Major Landing Areas and
Portals would be designated the same in all alternatives as follows (see Map 2-6):

• Major Landing Areas - Kahiltna Base Camp, southwest fork Kahiltna Glacier, and Ruth
Amphitheater

• Portals - Pika Glacier, Coffee Glacier, Buckskin Glacier, Eldridge Glacier, and upper Tokositna
Glacier

The West Buttress Special Use Area would be designated to include the entire West Buttress route on
Mount McKinley from the Old Park boundary at the Kahiltna Base Camp portal to the summit of the
mountain. Existing backcountry trails (those that extend beyond the development zones and
Backcountry Day Use Areas described in the 1997 Entrance Area and Road Corridor DCP) would be
designated as Backcountry Hiker areas.
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ACCESS

General Guidance
The National Park Service is committed to providing visitors to the national park and preserve with
reasonable access for wilderness recreational activities, traditional activities, and for other purposes
as described in ANILCA and other laws described in chapter 1. The National Park Service would
generally allow independent, cross-country travel by any legal means, and would encourage access
to the park and preserve by means of facilities (e.g., trails and marked routes) and services (e.g.,
commercial air taxi and guide services) as described in the Backcountry Facilities and Commercial
Services portions of this plan for each alternative. If it becomes necessary to manage travel in any
area to achieve desired future resource and social conditions for an area, to reduce visitor conflict, or
to protect visitor safety, the National Park Service would use the least restrictive mechanism or
“tool” necessary to accomplish the goal. Restrictions and closures would be accomplished consistent
with the process outlined in 43 CFR 36.11 and/or other relevant regulations.

The following are the tools that may be used to manage access when necessary, arranged in rough
order from the least restrictive to the most restrictive. The park superintendent is free to pick
whichever tool is required as long as the “least restrictive” criterion is heeded. There is no
implication that the tools must be tried in the listed order and a failure elicited before trying the next
one.

1) Education

The National Park Service would provide printed material, public presentations, targeted
presentations to user groups, and Internet-based programs, with the goal of actively involving
visitors in helping the park achieve the desired future conditions for all management areas.

2) Increased enforcement of existing regulations

The National Park Service would prioritize enforcement of existing regulations to assist in
achieving desired future conditions for management areas. For example, enforcement of the
snowmachine speed limit or the sound level limits on motorized equipment could assist in
achieving desired future conditions for sound quality.

3) Voluntary restrictions

The National Park Service would ask visitors to voluntarily restrict their use. Examples of such
measures could include: voluntary registration; use of low-impact equipment; avoidance of
certain areas of the park or preserve; or avoidance of areas during particular seasons or times of
day. Voluntary registration would not require a permit and could be accomplished by trailhead
register, phone or radio call-in, or the Internet.

4) Required registration

The National Park Service would require visitors to register their use. Visitors would be issued a
permit that provides information about park rules and conditions for use necessary to protect
park resources. Permit conditions could include minimum impact travel and camping
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requirements and resource protection requirements; however, a registration process would not
limit the number of visitors or the type or amount of access. Registration is a means to gather
information about visitor use levels and to ensure visitors receive necessary resource protection
and safety information.

5) Technology requirements or other requirements governing means of access

To achieve desired future conditions, the National Park Service would place requirements on the
means of access. For example, the NPS could require individuals to use technology that meets
specific sound standards if those individuals are accessing the park by snowmachine, motorboat,
or airplane.

6) Management of commercial activity

The National Park Service would adjust concession contracts and other commercial use permits
to govern use levels or direct authorized commercial activity to locations, seasons, or times of
day as necessary to achieve desired future conditions.

7) Regulate numbers of visitors

The National Park Service would establish quotas for visitor numbers in areas of the park
additions and preserve when the volume of use is high enough that other mechanisms are
unlikely to achieve desired future conditions. Visitors would be required to register and carry a
permit, and the number of available permits would be limited. This is the mechanism presently
used to manage overnight backcountry use in the Old Park and parts of the Kantishna Hills.

8) Temporal restrictions

The National Park Service would restrict access to particular times of day, days of the week, or
other unit of time, or the duration of access could be limited.

9) Temporary and permanent closures

Using the appropriate authorities, the National Park Service would temporarily or permanently
close areas of the park and preserve to all types of visitor use or to specific modes of access.

10) Management authorities of other agencies

The National Park Service would seek assistance from cooperating entities, such as the Federal
Aviation Administration, Department of Defense, or State of Alaska, to apply regulatory or other
measures to protect park resource values and achieve desired future conditions.

Registration and Permit Systems
On approval of one of the action alternatives, the National Park Service would study and deploy the
most efficient, cost-effective, and user-friendly system for park visitors to register or obtain permits
to access the park backcountry where required. The goals would be to: 1) provide safety and
resource protection information to visitors before they enter the backcountry; 2) track the amount
and type of visitor use; 3) improve the existing system; and 4) if required by the final plan, expand
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the system to serve new activities and/or areas. Some options that would be considered include:
• Same-day and advance permits or registration
• One-time, seasonal, and annual registration
• Staffed desks or automated kiosks in Anchorage, Fairbanks, Trapper Creek, Talkeetna,

Cantwell, Healy, or other locations
• Permits and registration by phone, Internet, or mail, or through transportation services (e.g.,

air taxis, Visitor Transportation System (VTS) bus system)

Aircraft Overflights Working Group
The National Park Service would establish an aircraft overflights working group, which would
include scenic air tour operators, commercial airlines, the military, and other concerned parties, to
develop voluntary measures for achieving desired future resource conditions at Denali.

Cross-Country Travel
Except as otherwise specified in the management area descriptions and the alternatives (see
particularly Backcountry Hiker and Corridor management areas and the Backcountry Facilities
sections in the alternatives), backcountry access and travel in Denali would continue without
designated routes or constructed trails to allow for freedom to explore and to minimize signs of
human presence. To prevent vegetation damage and social trail formation, the National Park Service
would take the following actions:

1) Apply the Access Management tools specified for the situations described in Table 2-9a.

In addition, the NPS may temporarily close some areas around social trails to allow
rehabilitation even if conditions are stable.

9a
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2) Establish an internal working group consisting of NPS staff, guided hiking concessioners,
Murie Science and Learning Center staff and associated non-profit partners, and commercial
services that provide access to the backcountry (by shuttle bus and air taxi). This group
would address specific problem areas through coordinated action.

3) Consulting with the internal working group, NPS resource managers and the Murie Science
and Learning Center would develop Leave-No-Trace guidelines that are specific for Denali
National Park and Preserve.

WILDERNESS MANAGEMENT

General Guidance
The National Park Service would manage all backcountry areas of the national park to protect
wilderness resource values and provide opportunities for wilderness recreational activities,
consistent with the direction of law and policy, with particular attention to the following:

•   ANILCA Section 101 lists “preserve wilderness resource values” as a fundamental purpose of
ANILCA.

•   ANILCA Section 102(13) states that the term “wilderness” as used in ANILCA has the same
definition as in the Wilderness Act.

•   ANILCA Section 202(3)(a) states that a fundamental purpose of the Denali park and preserve
additions is to provide continued opportunities, including reasonable access, for wilderness
recreational activities.

As described in chapter 1, the Wilderness Act identifies two key components of wilderness character
as

1) generally appearing to have been affected primarily by the forces of nature, with the imprint
of man’s work substantially unnoticeable; and

2) having outstanding opportunities for solitude or a primitive and unconfined type of
recreation.

The qualities of “affected primarily by the forces of nature” and the “imprint of man’s work
substantially unnoticeable” would be interpreted for Denali by the following characteristics:

•   Absence of permanent human structures, including buildings, roads, trails, dams, and
communications facilities

• Perpetuation of natural ecological relationships and processes and the continued existence of
native wildlife populations in largely natural condition

Providing “opportunities for solitude” would include managing for visitor experiences with the
following characteristics:

• Freedom from the reminders of society
• Privacy and isolation
• Absence of distractions, such as large groups, mechanization, unnatural noise, signs, and

other modern artifacts
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Providing a “primitive and unconfined type of recreation” would include recreation with these
characteristics:

• Self-sufficiency, absence of support facilities or motorized transportation
• Direct experience of weather, terrain, and wildlife with minimal shelter or assistance from

devices of modern civilization
• Lack of restriction on movement; freedom to explore in the way that is desirable given

conditions of weather, terrain, and personal ability; ability to be spontaneous; minimal
formal regulatory requirements

The above are the wilderness resource values that the NPS would seek to preserve at Denali. The
NPS recognizes that ANILCA and other laws provide for exceptions in national park and wilderness
management for particular uses or activities. Primary examples include:

• ANILCA 811 allows the use for subsistence purposes of snowmobiles, motorboats, and other
means of surface transportation traditionally employed for such purposes.

• ANILCA 1110(a) allows use of snowmobiles, motorboats, and airplanes for traditional
activities.

• ANILCA 1315(d) allows for the construction of a limited number of public use cabins or
shelters in designated wilderness if necessary for the protection of public health and safety.

• ANILCA 1316(a) allows the establishment and use of temporary campsites, tent platforms,
shelters, and other temporary facilities and equipment directly and necessarily related to the
activities of taking fish and wildlife where such activities are allowed.

• Section 4(a-b) of the Wilderness Act establishes that the act does not change the statutory
authority for which a park was created, nor does it lower the standards of any other act of
Congress which might pertain to or affect such area, including the Antiquities Act or
Historical Sites Act allowing for the preservation of historic structures.

• Section 4(c) of the Wilderness Act allows land managers the discretion to use motorized
vehicles, use motorized equipment or motorboats, land aircraft, use other forms of
mechanical transport, or construct structures or installations as necessary to meet the
minimum requirements for the administration of the area for the purpose of this Act
(including measures required in emergencies involving the health and safety of persons
within the area).

In implementing this plan, and with future management actions, the National Park Service would,
with every decision, forego actions that might have no seeming physical impact, but which would
detract from the idea of wilderness as a place set apart, a place where human uses, convenience, and
expediency do not dominate.

Group Size
The National Park Service would limit group size in all backcountry areas of Denali to 12, including
guides for both private and guided groups. This limit does not apply in designated Hiker areas
(trails) identified in the 1997 Entrance Area and Road Corridor DCP, but does apply on any trail
that crosses into a backcountry area within the scope of this plan. Guided hikes are required to have
a group leader who is trained in Leave-No-Trace principles for tundra environments generally and
Denali National Park and Preserve in particular. In all cases, larger groups (more than four) would
be encouraged to disperse or stay on durable surfaces such as gravel river beds.
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Human Waste
Removal of human waste from the park would be required in the following areas:

• The West Buttress Route on Mount McKinley above the 14,000 foot camp
• Campsites within one-half mile of air taxi landing locations on glaciers

In other glaciated locations, including the West Buttress of Mount McKinley below 14,000 feet,
climbers would be encouraged, but not required, to remove their waste. Additional requirements for
removing waste from glaciated areas could be imposed in high use areas if waste handling
technology and techniques improve to make more widespread removal practical. The National Park
Service would emphasize education about human waste removal during climber orientation, during
patrols, in working with mountaineering organizations such as the American Alpine Club, and in
distributed publications.

The current policy on human waste in the Denali backcountry would remain in force. As described
in the 2004 Superintendent’s Compendium, this policy is as follows:
• Human body waste will be deposited in cat-holes when the ground is not frozen, dug at least 100

feet from any surface freshwater source.
• Toilet paper will be burned or removed as trash.
• Persons engaged in any travel (such as skiing, snowshoeing, aircraft landings) or activities

(such as mountaineering, climbing, flightseeing, camping) in a glacier environment, such as
Mount McKinley and other peaks and glaciers within the park and preserve, must dispose of all
human wastes according to the following guidelines:
o Use pit latrines where they are provided by the National Park Service, such as those

typically located at the 7,000 foot and 14,000 foot base camps along the West Buttress route,
the Ruth Glacier in the vicinity of the Mountain House landing area, and elsewhere as
provided.

o At locations without pit latrines, bag all human waste (feces) and carry it out or place it in a
deep crevasse. On steeper technical routes outside of the West Buttress, the bag can be tossed
away from the climbing route or shovel feces off and away from the route.

Climbing Tools
Power drills for climbing activities would be prohibited throughout the park additions and preserve.

The following policy for fixed and removable anchors would be implemented:

Removable and fixed anchors, as well as other climbing equipment must be used wisely and
be closely managed in order to prevent the degradation of wilderness resources and
character. When anchors are necessary for climber safety, removable anchors are desired and
highly recommended. Fixed anchors should not be placed merely for convenience.

Fixed anchors (such as webbing, bolts, pitons, chains) currently in place may remain. They
may be replaced or removed by individual climbers during a climb, or by the National Park
Service during park operations. Safety remains a responsibility of the climber. The agency
will not, as a policy or practice, monitor fixed anchors to evaluate their condition. When a
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climber determines the need for anchor placement or replacement, this must be
accomplished in compliance with regulated and permitted standards (for example, power
drills may not be used). If unable to do so, the route should remain unclimbed. New, bolt-
intensive climbing routes, such as sport climbs and “bolt ladders,” are not appropriate and
would not be allowed.

Placement of new anchors may be allowed when necessary to enable a safe rappel when no
other means of descent is possible; to enable emergency retreat; during self-rescue situations;
and on new routes when ascending a route to connect terrain that is otherwise protected by
removable anchors (for example, one crack system or other natural feature to another).
Permanent bottom to top fixed anchor routes would not be allowed throughout the Denali
backcountry, with the exception of the headwall (15,300-16,200 feet) on the West Buttress
route of Mount McKinley.

COMMERCIAL SERVICES

NPS Management Policies 10.2.2 mandates commercial visitor services planning for national parks
and preserves. Commercial services may be authorized as concession contracts or commercial use
authorizations. A decision to authorize a concession is to be based on a determination that the
service:

• is necessary and appropriate for public use and enjoyment of the park in which it is located
and identified needs are not, nor can they be, met outside park boundaries,

• will be provided in a manner that furthers the protection, conservation, and preservation of
the environment and park resources and values, and

• will enhance visitor use and enjoyment without causing unacceptable impacts to park
resources or values.

For the purposes of commercial visitor services planning in the Denali backcountry, these criteria
would apply to both commercial use authorizations and concessions. The criteria would be applied
in a way that meets the minimum requirement/minimum tool test required by the Wilderness Act, so
they would be interpreted as follows:

• Commercial services are necessary and/or appropriate in the Denali backcountry if they meet
the following criteria:
o They depend on the unique character and environment of the Denali backcountry, and the

same experience cannot be found on nearby public lands.
o They are consistent with the purposes of the park and preserve as described in chapter 1.
o They do one of the following:

- They provide access to remote areas of the park and preserve where the time or
equipment necessary for the independent traveler to reach those locations would
otherwise be prohibitively lengthy or expensive.

- They provide education and inspiration related to wilderness resources and values.
- They assist visitors in exploring the backcountry in areas or by means that require

specialized knowledge (e.g., mountaineering, dog mushing).
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• Commercial services are provided in a manner that furthers protection, conservation, and
preservation when they do all of the following:
o They teach and follow Leave-No-Trace principles for the sub-arctic wilderness

environment.
o They provide education relevant to preservation of wilderness resources and values.
o They offer substantial benefits to the protection of the wilderness resources and values of

the area.

• Commercial services do not cause unacceptable impacts to park resources or values when
they do all of the following:
o Group size, number of groups, and travel modes are consistent with management area

designations and avoid impacts on vegetation, wildlife usage, and cultural resources of
the area.

o Groups follow Leave-No-Trace principles for the sub-arctic wilderness environment.
o The activities are consistent with desired future conditions for solitude, natural sounds,

and other wilderness characteristics for each management area.

In all alternatives, the existing commercial services described in chapter 3 would continue unless
otherwise specified. However, those activities and services are subject to the same management
guidelines and constraints as new activities authorized under this plan.

In the park additions and preserve, if a guided activity or educational program takes place in an area
where the numbers of visitors are limited, the allowable number of parties or visitors participating in
the guided or educational activity generally would be less than a majority of the total potential use of
the area in order to allow for non-guided uses. In the Old Park, the number of parties or visitors
participating in the guided or educational activity would generally be less than 25% of the total
potential use of the area in all alternatives where such use is allowed.

To avoid resource impacts, the National Park Service would be conservative in making available
guided activities and similar educational programs. When establishing new programs, the NPS
would evaluate the impact of the new use before offering the program in additional locations or
adding more programs to the same area.

The National Park Service would prioritize available capacity for guided activities and educational
programs in the following priority order:

1) Ranger-led programs offered by the National Park Service
2) Educational programs of the Murie Science and Learning Center
3) Accredited educational programs and programs of non-profit educational organizations that

operate in the park under a cooperative agreement
4) The programs of other entities, including other non-profit organizations, schools, and for-

profit businesses



58  Denali National Park and Preserve Revised Draft Backcountry Management Plan

A
ct

io
ns

 C
om

m
on

BACKCOUNTRY FACILITIES

Communication Facilities
Communications facilities would be considered on a case-by-case basis following the minimum
requirement/minimum tool process described in appendix E. New structures would be attached to
existing structures wherever possible. For administrative purposes, the National Park Service would
phase in the use of satellite phones in the backcountry to avoid the need for new temporary or
permanent communication facilities in backcountry areas.

ADMINISTRATIVE AND SCIENTIFIC ACTIVITIES

To establish greater accountability and minimize impact to wilderness resource values throughout
the park and preserve, all administrative and research activity throughout the entire park and
preserve backcountry would be subject to the minimum requirement/minimum tool process. This
process focuses the evaluation on impacts to wilderness character, as well as damage to more
tangible resources. When the minimum requirement/minimum tool is used, the potential disruption
of wilderness character and the physical resource would be considered and given more weight than
economic efficiency and convenience. Appendix E describes how the minimum requirement/
minimum tool determination would be made.

Information and Education
Consistent with the protection of the park and preserve’s wilderness character, information about
backcountry travel would generally be provided before visitors enter the backcountry to minimize or
eliminate the need for signs or other markers in the backcountry itself. Trip planning and safety
information would be available at park visitor centers, Alaska Public Lands Information Centers,
and at visitor facilities in Denali State Park. This information would also be available through the
Internet and through print materials that could be distributed nationally and internationally.

The National Park Service and its educational partners would provide wilderness education to all
park visitors to assist in their understanding of the wilderness resource values protected in the Denali
backcountry. Education would focus on interpreting the wilderness resource values articulated in the
Wilderness Management section of this plan. Wilderness education could involve non-personal
means in park visitor centers and Alaska Public Lands Information Centers, and also remotely via
the Internet and print materials. Wilderness education in the backcountry would be provided entirely
through personal services by concession, non-profit, or NPS guides.

Aviation
Within three years, the National Park Service would complete a plan for administrative and research
use of aircraft in the wilderness, park additions, and preserve which includes goals and specific
objectives for minimizing helicopter and airplane use; specifies a methodology for accounting for
NPS administrative and research air traffic; and provides criteria for determining when the use of
aircraft meets the minimum requirement/minimum tool test.



Chapter 2:  Alternatives  59

A
ctions C

om
m

on

Research and Resource Management
Within three years, the National Park Service would establish management area-specific criteria for
research and resource management projects taking place within the Denali backcountry that would
be used to determine which activities and what scale of activities are appropriate. The criteria also
would address the overall scale of research and resource management activity taking place in the
park and preserve backcountry.

EASEMENTS AND BOUNDARY CHANGES

Easements
The National Park Service would initiate collaborative action with concerned and affected parties in
the Cantwell area to acquire an easement over private lands to gain public access to the existing
17(b) easement (EIN 7a C5, DI, L) that provides a route across Ahtna, Inc. land from Cantwell to the
park boundary near Windy Creek. The existing easement is 25 feet wide and allows travel by foot,
dogsleds, animals, snowmobiles, two- and three-wheeled vehicles, and small all-terrain vehicles. See
Map 2-7.

Land Exchanges
The National Park Service would seek a land exchange with the State of Alaska (similar to a
previously proposed exchange of land) which would realign the park boundary with the Tokositna,
Coffee, and Ruth Rivers (see Map 2-8). As a result of the exchange, approximately 3,229 acres of
Denali State Park land would be transferred to Denali National Park and Preserve, and
approximately 2,822 acres of Denali National Park and Preserve land would be transferred to Denali
State Park. Land to be transferred to the State of Alaska surrounds approximately 137 acres of
privately owned inholdings.

An additional adjustment would be proposed for the area immediately north of Dutch Creek to
provide a boundary that is more identifiable in the field and out of the potential placer mining in that
floodplain. Completion of the exchanges and determination of actual boundaries and acreage would
depend on the outcome of negotiations with the State of Alaska.

ADAPTIVE MANAGEMENT

This backcountry management plan would be implemented using adaptive management. Since the
park recognizes the need to make decisions on the best available information, it will continue to
gather new information, learn from previous efforts, and adapt the plan as necessary. The National
Park Service would gather information from visitor registration and surveys, as well as from the
monitoring of soundscapes, wildlife, and other resources. Adaptation and change to the plan can be
expected as monitoring continues, new scientific data and information is obtained, new tools and
equipment are developed, and new opportunities and circumstances arise.

An important part of adaptive management is ongoing monitoring associated with the resource and
social conditions described under the Management Areas section above. The National Park Service
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would monitor for the general condition of the area not the exceptions. When monitoring shows that
standards are exceeded or that trends indicate a risk that standards would be exceeded, then the
National Park Service would act to manage access and use employing the tools listed in the Access
section. Some of these tools would require regulation, environmental review, or other public
process. The National Park Service would develop detailed monitoring methodologies as part of
plan implementation, some of which could be achieved as part of existing programs, such as the
long-term Inventory and Monitoring Program.

Another tool used in adaptive management would be the annual backcountry operational
management plan, which would be implemented through existing regulations, the Superintendent’s
Compendium, or additional special regulations if necessary. This operational plan would provide
specific guidance for the general actions authorized in the final backcountry management plan, and
the guidance would be updated yearly to reflect current information and conditions. Topics
addressed would include:

• Permit conditions
• Unit quotas
• Length-of-stay and other restrictions
• Closures
• Operation of registration and permit systems
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  Alternative 2

OVERVIEW

This alternative would distinguish a unique Denali experience based on dispersed use in a
wilderness landscape with few sights or sounds of people or mechanized civilization. There would
be few services, facilities, or signs of management presence. This alternative would most clearly
distinguish the backcountry experience in Denali from the surrounding public lands, providing a
place primarily for visitors who are very self-reliant, and would include many opportunities for
extended expeditions in very remote locations. Backcountry users seeking other experiences would
find those opportunities on neighboring lands.

MANAGEMENT AREAS

Management areas would be applied as depicted in Map 2-2. The percentage of the park and
preserve allocated to each management area is as follows:

Year-round Corridor management areas totaling 61.5 miles would be designated on the Kantishna
and Muddy Rivers and the lower Tokositna River (see Map 2-9).

ACCESS

Access to all parts of the Old Park, park additions, and preserve would be managed to achieve
desired future conditions using the tools identified under Actions Common to All Action
Alternatives. Recreational access to the park and preserve would be by foot from the park road,
designated Portals within park boundaries, and airplane landing areas or roads outside of park
boundaries.

The National Park Service would promulgate a special regulation that:
• defines “traditional activities” for all areas of the park and preserve and for all modes of

access using the present definition employed for snowmachine access in the Old Park (36
CFR § 13.63(h));



62  Denali National Park and Preserve Revised Draft Backcountry Management Plan

A
lt

er
na

ti
ve

 2

• modifies current regulations that permit airplane and motorboat use and other forms of
nonmotorized transportation for any purpose to follow the language of Section 1110(a) which
specifically restricts these modes of access, as well as snowmachines, to only traditional
activities; and

• allows airplane landings at designated Portals and on the McKinley Park and Kantishna
airstrips.

As a result, airplanes would not be allowed for recreational access to the Old Park, except that
airplane access to the McKinley Park and Kantishna airstrips for recreation would continue. Access
by snowmachine, airplane, or motorboat to the park additions and preserves would be allowed only
for traditional activities, except for airplanes at Portals. If Congress considers additional wilderness
designations for Denali, the National Park Service would not seek special accommodation for the
continuation of snowmachine access for non-traditional activities.

Registration would be required for day-hiking in the Old Park outside of Backcountry Hiker areas
during summer months, for day use in the southern park additions east of and including the Kahiltna
Glacier during winter months, and for all overnight camping in the park and preserve.

The number of available permits for climbers attempting Mount McKinley would be restricted to
existing levels (1,300) for all routes during the main mountaineering season (April 1- August 1).

WILDERNESS MANAGEMENT

See Actions Common to All Action Alternatives.

COMMERCIAL SERVICES

Taken as a whole, commercial services would be limited to the same volume of use that occurred in
2004, as measured by the number of trips into the park backcountry. An exception to this rule would
be those operators who are allowed a specific number of trips in their commercial authorization;
these would be constrained by the current allowances in their contracts. Future commercial
authorizations would set these limits for other operators. No guided or commercial use would be
allowed in management zone OP2 in the Old Park or west of the Toklat River and north of the
Alaska Range in the park additions and preserve, except for the present level of concession activity
in the Kantishna Hills units designated as Management Area B.

Commercial Airplane Landings
• Commercial air taxi landings would be allowed only at designated Portals for the purpose of

dropping off or picking up backcountry visitors who remain in the park overnight.
• Scenic air tour landings would be allowed only at the Kahiltna Base Camp after July 1st and

at the Ruth Amphitheater (Mountain House landing area), but the number of landings would
be limited to 2001 numbers: 1,900 in the Ruth Amphitheater and 200 at Kahiltna Base Camp.
Landings would be restricted to the hours of 9am to 9pm.
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Guided Hiking
• In the Old Park, there would be no guided day-hiking or overnight backpacking. Existing

concession-operated guided hiking opportunities would be phased out when current contracts
expire.

• There would be no guided day-hiking or overnight backpacking in the park additions and
preserve north of the Alaska Range and west of the Toklat River. An exception is the
Kantishna Hills units designated as Management Area B, where the same level of guided
day-hiking activity would be allowed as at present. No guided overnight backpacking would
be permitted.

• Guided day-hiking and overnight backpacking could be authorized in areas of the park
additions and preserve south of the Alaska Range.

Guided Sport Hunting
The two existing guided sport hunting areas would continue as at present. The remainder of the
southwest Preserve would be formally recognized as a “no-guide” area.

Other Activities
Only the existing commercial services and those specified above would be permitted in the park and
preserve backcountry even if new proposals would meet the criteria identified under Actions
Common to All Action Alternatives.

BACKCOUNTRY FACILITIES

The National Park Service generally would not provide additional backcountry facilities to support
visitor use.

Trails
No new trails would be constructed. A “no formal trails” policy would be maintained for the entire
backcountry.

Park Road
The National Park Service would resume its previous informal policy of not plowing the park road
past Park Headquarters until necessary to prepare the road for summer season use.

Campsites
There would be no designated campsites.

Shelters and Cabins
There would be no new backcountry shelters or cabins.

Information Facilities
There would be no new information facilities.
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ADMINISTRATIVE AND SCIENTIFIC ACTIVITIES

See Actions Common to All Action Alternatives.

Administrative Camps
The National Park Service would discontinue use of the temporary 14,000-foot administrative camp
on Mount McKinley. There would be no additional administrative camps in the backcountry.

Educational Programs
• In the Old Park, hikes and educational programs led by the National Park Service, Murie

Science and Learning Center, and other educational partners would be phased out over two
years except on entrance area trails, where existing levels of hikes and activities could
continue.

• All of the park additions and preserve would be available for the educational programs of the
National Park Service, Murie Science and Learning Center, accredited educational
institutions, and non-profit organizations operating under a cooperative agreement with the
National Park Service.

• All educational programs taking place in the park and preserve backcountry would be
required to meet the criteria identified under Commercial Services in Actions Common to
All Action Alternatives.

EASEMENTS AND BOUNDARY CHANGES

See Actions Common to All Action Alternatives.
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  Alternative 3

OVERVIEW

This alternative would provide opportunities for a variety of wilderness recreational activities by
establishing areas to serve those visitors who want to experience the wilderness resource values of
the Denali backcountry but require services, assistance, or short time-commitments. The areas
would be the minimum necessary to provide these experiences based on present demand and would
be focused along the park road in the Old Park and Kantishna and at the existing high activity areas
at the Ruth Glacier and the Kahiltna Base Camp. The majority of the backcountry would be
managed for dispersed, self-reliant travel, and would include opportunities for extended expeditions
in very remote locations.

MANAGEMENT AREAS

Management areas would be applied as depicted in Map 2-3. The percentage of the park and
preserve allocated to each management area is as follows:

Year-round Corridor management areas totaling 114 miles would be designated on the Kantishna
and Muddy Rivers, the lower Tokositna River, and both the east and west forks of the Yentna River.
Fourteen miles of summer season Corridor management areas would be designated on Skyline,
Moose Creek, and Eldorado former mining access routes within Management Area A in Kantishna.
The National Park Service would designate three winter season Corridor management areas from the
southern park boundary to the Old Park boundary near the West Fork Chulitna, Bull River, and
Cantwell Creek (12.5 miles). If demand is sufficient, the NPS could also establish winter season
Corridor management areas to the toes of the Ruth, Tokositna, and Kanikula glaciers from the
Tokositna River (8.5 miles). (See Map 2-10)

The Ruth Glacier Special Use Area would be designated to include portions of the Ruth
Amphitheater, Ruth Gorge, and West Fork Ruth Glacier as shown in Map 2-3.

Backcountry Hiker designations are described below under Backcountry Facilities.
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ACCESS

Access to all parts of the Old Park, park additions and preserve would be managed to achieve
desired future conditions using the tools identified under Actions Common to All Action
Alternatives. Access to the Old Park would be by foot from the park road and roads and airplane
landing areas outside the Old Park boundary. Recreational access to the park additions and preserve
would be by foot, by airplane to glaciers and existing landing areas, by motorboat, and by
snowmachine along designated access corridors.

The National Park Service would seek legislation to exempt the Old Park from ANILCA 1110(a),
returning motorized access to the level legally allowed before 1980. Existing regulations would be
modified to remove the general allowance for airplane landings and motorboat use for any purpose
at Denali. As a result, airplane landings and motorboat access to the Old Park would not be allowed,
except for airplane landings on the McKinley and Kantishna airstrips.

The National Park Service would promulgate a rule that defines “traditional activities” for
snowmachine use in the park additions and preserve similar to the way that it is defined for the Old
Park. The effect of this rule would be to close the park and preserve to recreational snowmachine
use. The rule would provide some exceptions by allowing recreational snowmachine access along
the winter season Corridor management areas in the Broad Pass and Tokositna River areas. The
routes would be marked as necessary. Motorboat and airplane access in the park additions and
preserve would continue under existing regulations. If Congress considers additional wilderness
designations for Denali, the National Park Service would propose that accommodation be made as
necessary for recreational snowmachine access along the winter season Corridor management areas.

Registration would be required for day-hiking outside of Backcountry Hiker areas in the Old Park
during summer months, for day use in the southern park additions east of and including the Kahiltna
Glacier during winter months, and for all overnight camping in the park and preserve. To test the
feasibility of advance backcountry registration, an experimental system for advance registration
would be employed for dispersed camping and camping at designated campsites within the Corridor
management areas and Management Area A within the Kantishna Hills.

The number of available permits for climbers attempting to climb Mount McKinley would be
restricted to 1,500 during the main mountaineering season (April 1- August 1). The limit of 1,500
would be reevaluated in 10 years after approval of the backcountry management plan.

WILDERNESS MANAGEMENT

See Actions Common to All Action Alternatives.
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COMMERCIAL SERVICES

All new commercial services, and both new and existing operators, would be required to meet the
criteria listed under Actions Common to All Action Alternatives. Activities or services not described
in this section could be considered only in the southern additions designated as Management Area A.

Commercial Airplane Landings
• Air taxi landings could occur throughout the park additions and preserve. To be considered

an “air taxi” landing, the majority of passengers on the flight must either be dropped off or
picked up from an overnight stay.

• Scenic air tour landings would be allowed only at Kahiltna Base Camp after July 1, and on
glaciers within Management Area A, with contract provisions to achieve desired future
resource conditions. Landings would be restricted to the hours of 9am to 9pm. “Scenic air
tours” are flights in which the passengers generally stay with their airplane throughout their
trip.

Guided Hiking
• Guided day-hiking could be offered in the Old Park with no more than the 2004 number of

guided groups each season and using a similar proportion of off-trail to on-trail (McKinley
Bar Trail, Thorofare Ridge) hikes. All entrance area trails would continue to be unavailable
for commercial guided hiking.

• In the portion of the Kantishna Hills designated as Management Area A, camping by guided
groups would be restricted to the designated campsites and all day and overnight guided
hiking would be restricted to Corridors and to the designated trails identified under
Backcountry Facilities, below.

• Guided day-hiking could be offered throughout the park additions and preserve.
• Overnight backpacking could be offered in the park additions and preserve.

Guided Sport Hunting
When current concession contracts expire, the entire southwest Preserve would be divided into two
sport-hunting guide areas with the dividing line between areas along the West Fork of the Yentna
and through Shellabarger Pass.

Other Activities
In the park additions and preserve, excluding the Kantishna Hills between the Toklat and McKinley
Rivers, additional commercial authorizations could be awarded to operators for the following
activities:

• Air taxi operator, including big game transport, except on glaciers covered by existing
concessions contracts

• Guided mountaineering
• Winter day- or multi-day trips by ski, snowshoe, or dog team
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BACKCOUNTRY FACILITIES

Trails
The National Park Service would designate Backcountry Hiker areas and (if needed) improve some
social trails presently used by guided hiking concessions within Management Area A in Kantishna,
formalizing a trail system in this area. No other new summer or winter trails would be added besides
those identified in the 1997 Entrance Area and Road Corridor DCP and the 1997 South Side Denali
DCP. Elsewhere in the park and preserve, the National Park Service would maintain a “no formal
trails” policy.

Park Road
During winter months, snow on one lane of the park road would continue to be packed from the
Headquarters gate to Mile 7 to allow maintenance activities that prevent the buildup of ice on the
road in this section. Snow would not be removed from the road until necessary to prepare the road
for summer season use. This section of the park road would be designated as a Backcountry Hiker
area during winter months.

Campsites
Up to five designated campsites would be created in conjunction with the Corridor areas in the
Kantishna Hills. Food storage and/or sanitation facilities could be placed in the designated
campsites.

Shelters and Cabins
The National Park Service would add visitor facilities at Park Headquarters, such as restrooms, plug-
ins, and a warming hut, to support winter use. Otherwise, there would be no new facilities besides
those already in approved plans.

Information Facilities
The National Park Service, in cooperation with other land management agencies, would operate a
visitor contact station in the Cantwell/Broad Pass area. This facility would provide information and
registration/permitting for use of the park and preserve’s backcountry year-round, with a particular
focus on serving the needs of winter recreational visitors on the south side of the Alaska Range.

ADMINISTRATIVE AND SCIENTIFIC ACTIVITIES

See Actions Common to All Action Alternatives.

Administrative Camps
The existing patrol structure and administrative camps on Mount McKinley would be retained.
There would be no additional administrative camps in the backcountry.

Educational Programs
• Day use educational programs offered by the National Park Service, Murie Science and

Learning Center, accredited educational institutions, and non-profit organizations operating
under a cooperative agreement with the National Park Service could be offered throughout
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the Old Park, park additions, and preserve.
• Educational programs that include an overnight stay in the backcountry could be offered in

the park additions and preserve. In the portion of the Kantishna Hills designated as
Management Area A, camping by educational programs would be restricted to the designated
campsites.

• All educational programs taking place in the park and preserve backcountry would be
required to meet the criteria identified under Commercial Services in Actions Common to
All Action Alternatives.

EASEMENTS AND BOUNDARY CHANGES

See Actions Common to All Action Alternatives.
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  Alternative 4 – Preferred Alternative

OVERVIEW

This alternative would also provide opportunities for a variety of wilderness recreational activities
and experiences by establishing areas to serve those visitors who want to experience the wilderness
resource values of the Denali backcountry but require services, assistance, or short time-
commitments. However, the areas would be of sufficient size to accommodate anticipated growth in
the next 20 years and would be focused along the park road in the Old Park and Kantishna; at the
Ruth, Tokositna, and Kahiltna Glaciers; and in the Dunkle Hills/Broad Pass area. The remainder of
the backcountry would be managed for dispersed, self-reliant travel, and would include
opportunities for extended expeditions in very remote locations.

MANAGEMENT AREAS

Management areas would be applied as depicted in Map 2-4. The percentage of the park and
preserve allocated to each management area is as follows:

Year-round Corridor areas totaling 114 miles would be designated on the Kantishna and Muddy
Rivers, the lower Tokositna River, and both the east and west forks of the Yentna River. Fourteen
miles of summer season Corridor management areas would be designated on Skyline, Moose Creek,
and Eldorado former mining access routes within Management Area A in Kantishna. The National
Park Service would designate three winter season Corridor management areas from the southern
park boundary to the Old Park boundary near the West Fork Chulitna, Bull River, and Cantwell
Creek (12.5 miles). If demand is sufficient, the NPS could also establish winter season Corridor
management areas to the toes of the Ruth, Tokositna, and Kanikula glaciers from the Tokositna
River (8.5 miles). (See Map 2-10)

The Ruth Glacier Special Use Area would be designated to include areas of the Ruth and Tokositna
Glaciers as shown on Map 2-4. Backcountry Hiker designations are described below under
Backcountry Facilities.



Chapter 2:  Alternatives  71

A
lternative 4

P
referred A

lternative

ACCESS

Recreational access to the Old Park would continue to be managed to emphasize non-motorized
access, but this area would be accessible by airplane and motorboat. In the park additions and
preserve, airplane and motorboat access, and snowmachine access for traditional activities, would
continue. All airplane, motorboat, and snowmachine access would be managed to meet the standards
for resource and social conditions specified for each management area. If Congress considers
additional wilderness designations for Denali, the National Park Service would propose that
accommodation be made as necessary for recreational snowmachine access along the winter season
Corridor management areas.

The National Park Service would impose new registration requirements only in areas where use
levels are sufficient enough that user conflicts and/or resource damage are occurring or would occur
and when other methods for obtaining accurate information on visitor use and conveying essential
visitor safety and resource protection information are unlikely to be successful. It is likely that
overnight use and winter day use from the Kahiltna Glacier east would meet these criteria in the near
future. The National Park Service would begin a system of voluntary registration for airplanes
landing in the Old Park. To test the feasibility of advance backcountry registration, an experimental
system for advance registration would be employed for dispersed camping and camping at
designated campsites within the Corridor management areas and Management Area A within the
Kantishna Hills.

The number of available permits for climbers attempting to climb Mount McKinley would be
restricted to 1,500 during the main mountaineering season (April 1- August 1). The limit of 1,500
would be reevaluated in 10 years after approval of the backcountry management plan.

WILDERNESS MANAGEMENT

See Actions Common to All Action Alternatives.

COMMERCIAL SERVICES

All new commercial services, and both new and existing operators, would be required to meet the
criteria listed under Actions Common to All Action Alternatives. Activities or services not described
in this section could be considered in areas designated as Management Area A only.

Commercial Airplane Landings
• Air taxi landings could occur throughout the park additions and preserve. To be considered

an “air taxi” landing the majority of passengers on the flight must either be dropped off or
picked up from an overnight stay.

• Scenic air tour landings would be allowed on glaciers in all areas designated as Management
Area A, and also at specified landing areas on the Eldridge and Pika Glaciers when climbers
and mountaineers are not present, with contract provisions to achieve desired future resource
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conditions. There would be no prohibition on landing at Kahiltna Base Camp before July 1.
“Scenic air tours” are flights in which the passengers generally stay with their airplane
throughout their trip.

Guided Hiking
• Guided day-hiking could be offered in the Old Park with no more than the 2004 number of

guided groups each season and using a similar proportion of off-trail to on-trail (McKinley
Bar Trail, Thorofare Ridge) hikes.

• The following entrance area trails would be available for guided hiking:
o The Rock Creek Trail and Roadside Trail between the Visitor Center and Park

Headquarters
o The Roadside and Jonesville Trails between the Nenana River Bridge and the Visitor

Center
o The Nenana River and Triple Lakes trails when planned construction or rehabilitation

is complete (see 1997 Entrance Area and Road Corridor DCP)
• In the portion of the Kantishna Hills designated as Management Area A, overnight camping

by guided groups would be restricted to the designated campsites and all day and overnight
hiking would be restricted to Corridors and the designated trails identified under
Backcountry Facilities below.

• Guided day-hiking could be offered throughout the park additions and preserve.
• Overnight backpacking could be offered in the park additions and preserve.

Guided Sport Hunting
The entire southwest Preserve would be divided into two sport-hunting guide areas with the dividing
line between areas along the West Fork of the Yentna and through Shellabarger Pass. The change
would take place immediately as an amendment to the existing sport-hunting concession contracts.

Other Activities
In the park additions and preserve, additional commercial authorizations could be awarded to
operators for the following activities:

• Air taxi operator, including big game transport, except on glaciers covered by existing
concessions contracts

• Guided mountaineering
• Winter day- or multiday trips by ski, snowshoe, or dog team

BACKCOUNTRY FACILITIES

Trails
The National Park Service would designate Backcountry Hiker areas and (if needed) construct or
improve the following trails:

• Some existing social trails within Management Area A in Kantishna, formalizing a trail
system in this area

• From Eielson Visitor Center to Gorge Creek
• From the water tower above Wonder Lake Campground up to the bench west of Wonder

Lake
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• From the Mount Healy overlook down a spur ridge to create a loop to the Taiga Trail
• Along Wildhorse Creek connecting to trails associated with the South Denali visitor facilities

development.

No other new summer or winter trails would be added besides those identified in the 1997 Entrance
Area and Road Corridor DCP and the 1997 South Side Denali DCP. Elsewhere in the park and
preserve, the National Park Service would maintain a “no formal trails” policy.

Park Road
During winter months, snow on one lane of the park road would continue to be packed from the
Headquarters gate to Mile 7 to allow maintenance activities that prevent the buildup of ice on the
road in this section. If there is sufficient snow on the spring trail from Headquarters for safe travel by
ski, skijor, and dog sled by March 1, the road would be plowed to Savage Campground. Otherwise,
the park road would remain unplowed until clearing is needed to provide for road opening activities
for summer season use. This section of the park road would be designated as a Backcountry Hiker
area during winter months.

Campsites
Up to five designated campsites would be created in conjunction with the Corridor areas in the
Kantishna Hills. Food storage and/or sanitation facilities could be placed in the designated
campsites.

Shelters and Cabins
The National Park Service would add visitor facilities at Park Headquarters, such as restrooms, plug-
ins, and a warming hut, to support winter use. Otherwise, there would be no new facilities besides
those already in approved plans.

Information Facilities
The National Park Service, in cooperation with other land management agencies, would operate a
visitor contact station in the Cantwell/Broad Pass area. This facility would provide information and
registration/permitting for use of the park and preserve’s backcountry year-round, with a particular
focus on serving the needs of winter recreational visitors on the south side of the Alaska Range.

ADMINISTRATIVE AND SCIENTIFIC ACTIVITIES

See Actions Common to All Action Alternatives.

Administrative Camps
The existing patrol structure and administrative camps on Mount McKinley would be retained.
There would be no additional administrative camps in the backcountry.

Educational Programs
• Day use and overnight educational programs offered by the National Park Service, Murie

Science and Learning Center, accredited educational institutions, and non-profit
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organizations operating under a cooperative agreement with the National Park Service could
be offered throughout the Old Park (including entrance area trails), park additions, and
preserve.

• In the portion of the Kantishna Hills designated as Management Area A, overnight camping
by educational programs would be restricted to the designated campsites.

• All educational programs taking place in the park and preserve backcountry would be
required to meet the criteria identified under Commercial Services in Actions Common to
All Action Alternatives.

EASEMENTS AND BOUNDARY CHANGES

See Actions Common to All Action Alternatives.
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  Alternative 5

OVERVIEW

This alternative would create two distinct geographic areas that provide different kinds of visitor
experiences in the Denali backcountry. The Old Park and the Denali additions north of the Alaska
Range would be managed primarily for dispersed, self-reliant travel, although no areas would be
managed specifically to preserve opportunities for extended expeditions in remote locations. Areas
along the park road and in Kantishna that presently receive a relatively high volume of use and large
parts of the additions south of the Alaska Range would be managed for a greater intensity and
variety of appropriate recreational activities and would have more visible management presence and
opportunities for more services and facilities.

MANAGEMENT AREAS

Management areas would be applied as depicted in Map 2-5. The percentage of the park and
preserve allocated to each management area is as follows:

Year-round Corridor areas totaling 114 miles would be designated on the Kantishna and Muddy
Rivers, the lower Tokositna River, and both the east and west forks of the Yentna River. Fourteen
miles of summer season management areas would be designated on Skyline, Moose Creek, and
Eldorado former mining access routes within Management Area A in Kantishna. The National Park
Service would designate three winter season Corridor management areas from the southern park
boundary to the Old Park boundary near the West Fork Chulitna, Bull River, and Cantwell Creek
(12.5 miles). If demand is sufficient, the National Park Service also would establish winter season
Corridor management areas to the toes of the Ruth, Tokositna, and Kanikula glaciers from the
Tokositna River and to Kantishna from the Sushana River (56 miles). (See Map 2-11)

The Ruth Glacier Special Use Area would be designated to include areas of the Ruth and Tokositna
Glaciers as shown on Map 2-5. Backcountry Hiker designations are described below under
Backcountry Facilities.
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ACCESS

Recreational access in the Old Park would continue to be managed to emphasize non-motorized
access, but this area would be accessible by airplane and motorboat. In the park additions and
preserve, airplane and motorboat access, and snowmachine access for traditional activities, would
continue. All airplane, motorboat, and snowmachine access would be managed to meet the standards
for resource and social conditions specified for each management area. If Congress considers
additional wilderness designations for Denali, the National Park Service would propose that
accommodation be made as necessary for recreational snowmachine access along the winter season
Corridor management areas.

To test the feasibility of advance backcountry registration, an experimental system for advance
registration would be employed for dispersed camping and camping at designated campsites within
the Corridor management areas and Management Area A within the Kantishna Hills.

There would be no annual limits established for the number of climbers attempting to climb Mount
McKinley while the National Park Service gathers additional information on social and resource
carrying capacity. The possibility of setting a limit would be reevaluated five years after approval of
the plan once additional information is available.

WILDERNESS MANAGEMENT

See Actions Common to All Action Alternatives.

COMMERCIAL SERVICES

All new commercial services and both new and existing operators would be required to meet the
criteria listed under Actions Common to All Action Alternatives. Activities or services not described
in this section could be considered in areas designated as Management Area A only.

Commercial Airplane Landings
• Air taxi landings could occur throughout the park additions and preserve. To be considered

an “air taxi” landing the majority of passengers on the flight must either be dropped off or
picked up from an overnight stay.

• Scenic air tour landings would be allowed on glaciers in all areas designated as Management
Area A, with contract provisions to achieve desired future resource conditions. There would
be no prohibition on landing at Kahiltna Base Camp before July 1. “Scenic air tours” are
flights in which the passengers generally stay with their airplane throughout their trip.

Guided Hiking
• Guided day-hiking and overnight backpacking could be offered throughout the Old Park,

park additions, and preserve, including day-hiking on entrance area trails.
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• In the portion of the Kantishna Hills designated as Management Area A, camping by guided
groups would be restricted to the designated campsites and hiking would be restricted to
Corridors and to the designated trails identified under Backcountry Facilities below.

Guided Sport Hunting
When existing concession contracts expire, the National Park Service would allow for two
additional guide areas. Three guide areas would be proportioned evenly across the entire southwest
preserve. One guide area would be added in the southern portion of the northwest preserve.

Other Activities
In the park additions and preserve, additional commercial authorizations could be awarded to
operators for the following activities:

• Air taxi operator, including big game transport, except on glaciers covered by existing
concessions contracts

• Guided mountaineering
• Winter day- or multiday trips by ski, snowshoe, or dog team

BACKCOUNTRY FACILITIES

Trails
The National Park Service would designate Backcountry Hiker areas and (if necessary) construct or
improve the following trails:

• Some existing social trails within Management Area A in Kantishna, formalizing a trail
system in this area

• From Eielson Visitor Center to Gorge Creek
• From the water tower above Wonder Lake Campground up to the bench west of Wonder

Lake
• From the west end of Thorofare Bluffs down to the Thorofare River bar
• From the Mount Healy overlook down a spur ridge to create a loop to the Taiga Trail
• Along Wildhorse Creek connecting to trails associated with the South Denali visitor facilities

development

Additional trails could be constructed and Backcountry Hiker or Corridor management areas could
be designated in the future within the designated Management Area A in the lowland areas
surrounding the lower Kahiltna, Tokositna, and Ruth glaciers. The National Park Service would
establish additional designated trails in other locations designated Management Area A only if
necessary to prevent resource damage. No other new summer or winter trails would be added
besides those identified in the 1997 Entrance Area and Road Corridor DCP and the 1997 South Side
Denali DCP.

The spring multi-use trail would be upgraded through widening and straightening to make it usable
in early winter low snow conditions, and it would be extended from Mile 7 to Savage Campground.
The additional trail section would be designated as a winter season Backcountry Hiker area.
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Elsewhere in the park and preserve, the National Park Service would maintain a “no formal trails”
policy.

Park Road
The park road would be plowed to the Savage Campground area in the winter, and that would
become the base for winter activities in that part of the Old Park.

Campsites
The following campsites could be designated:

• Up to five sites in conjunction with the Corridor areas in the Kantishna Hills
• Up to three sites in conjunction with the Corridor area in the Wildhorse Creek drainage

Food storage and/or sanitation facilities could be placed in the designated campsites.

Shelters and Cabins
The National Park Service would add visitor facilities at Park Headquarters, such as restrooms, plug-
ins, and a warming hut, to support winter use. A plowed parking area and warming hut would be
provided at Savage Campground. In cooperation with Alaska State Parks, the National Park Service
would propose construction of five public use cabins in addition to those planned for in the South
Side Denali DCP outside the national park and preserve but near the boundary.

Information Facilities
The National Park Service, in cooperation with other land management agencies, would operate a
visitor contact station in the Cantwell/Broad Pass area. This facility would provide information and
registration/permitting for use of the park and preserve’s backcountry year-round, with a particular
focus on serving the needs of winter recreational visitors on the south side of the Alaska Range.

ADMINISTRATIVE AND SCIENTIFIC ACTIVITIES

See Actions Common to All Action Alternatives.

Administrative Camps
The existing patrol structure and administrative camps on Mount McKinley would be retained. The
National Park Service could establish additional temporary camps in the backcountry for research or
administrative purposes if they meet the tests of the minimum requirement/minimum tool process.

Educational Programs
• Day use and overnight educational programs by the National Park Service, Murie Science

and Learning Center, accredited educational institutions, and non-profit organizations
operating under a cooperative agreement with the National Park Service could be offered
throughout the Old Park, park additions, and preserve.

• In the portion of the Kantishna Hills designated as Management Area A, overnight camping
by educational programs would be restricted to the designated campsites.
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• All educational programs taking place in the park and preserve backcountry would be
required to meet the criteria identified under Commercial Services in Actions Common to
All Action Alternatives.

EASEMENTS AND BOUNDARY CHANGES

See Actions Common to All Action Alternatives.

Alternatives Considered But Rejected

ACCESS

• Limit the number of available permits for the West Buttress route, but do not restrict
climbing on other routes. This option was considered but dismissed for safety reasons. There
is a concern that if the West Buttress was at capacity, climbers who lack the necessary
experience would be tempted to try a route beyond their ability. Also, the limit of 1,500
climbers per season in the preferred alternative of both the original and revised drafts was
selected because that is the maximum number that mountaineering rangers believe they can
manage with their existing program and facilities, based on several years of experience. The
existing program and facilities presently serve all climbers on Mount McKinley, not just
those on the West Buttress.

• Establish flight corridors or flight-free zones over the park. The National Park Service lacks
the statutory authority to establish flight free zones or flight corridors. However, the revised
draft includes recognition that the National Park Service could work through the regulatory
authorities of other agencies to manage access as needed to achieve management area
standards in all of the action alternatives if other mechanisms are inadequate.

• Employ snow coaches for winter access in the park additions instead of individual
snowmachines. Snow coaches require well-groomed surfaces of heavily packed snow, and
are typically used only on top of existing roadways. They are not suitable for cross-country
travel in the park additions.

• Close the park additions to all snowmachine use.  In ANILCA, Congress allowed for ongoing
motorized access to the 1980 park additions for certain purposes as detailed in chapter 1.
While there are unresolved differences in interpretation of the law, the NPS believes that
there are valid legal purposes for using snowmachines in the park additions and preserve and
that closing the park additions to all snowmachine use would be contrary to the intent of
Congress.
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WILDERNESS MANAGEMENT

• Require human waste removal requirement on the entire West Buttress. The National Park
Service acknowledges that human waste is an issue along the entire West Buttress route.
However, below 14,000 feet there are options for waste management (such as crevasse
disposal and latrines) that make human waste removal less critical. NPS mountaineering staff
are concerned that the resources and logistics necessary for waste removal from the entire
West Buttress would be substantial, would compete with other needs, and might be
unachievable. For that reason, the plan specifies that waste removal below 14,000 feet would
be encouraged but not required.

• Limit group size to 6 or 9 instead of 12 to minimize impacts on resources. NPS Discovery
Hikes have had a cap of 15 people plus the ranger guide since the mid-1990s. Resource
impacts from these hikes have been within an acceptable range during that time period.
However, resource experts and interpretive staff and partners agree that, for interpretive
purposes, as well as for the purposes of minimizing resource impacts, a limit of 12 is usually
appropriate. For that reason, the revised draft limits both guided and unguided hikes to a
group size of 12, including the guide.

COMMERCIAL SERVICES

• Provide for commercial airplane landings to support mountaineering activities on the north
side of the Alaska Range. There is no need for airplane support to climbers on the north side
of the Alaska Range, because the National Park Service already authorizes a concessioner to
deliver supplies to the base of Mount McKinley by dog team during winter months. Climbing
parties hike from the park road and retrieve their supplies before starting their climbs (see
Chapter 3, Visitor Use). This is a unique challenge and opportunity that is consistent with the
wilderness values of the Old Park and also is consistent with historical mountaineering and
exploration of the Old Park. Several climbing parties each year ascend Mount McKinley or
other peaks from the north side.

BACKCOUNTRY FACILITIES

Trails
• Extend existing hiking trail at Savage River north along the river to state land. This action

was dismissed, because it conflicts with the retained policy of not establishing formal trails
in the backcountry to preserve the unique wilderness character and wilderness experience at
Denali. Although exceptions have been made to provide visitor opportunities at major visitor
nodes, to address resource damage, or to provide access on the south side of the Alaska
Range where vegetation renders off-trail travel difficult, the suggested trail meets none of
these criteria.

Shelters and Cabins
• Public use cabins within the boundaries of the national park and preserve. ANILCA provides

the option for constructing public use cabins within wilderness areas if necessary for public
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health and safety. During public scoping and public review of the original draft plan, no one
identified public health and safety reasons for new public use cabins. Because construction
of new structures otherwise conflicts with legal and policy mandates, they were not
considered among the alternatives. The alternatives do explore the possibility of a
collaboration with the State of Alaska to construct public use cabins near, but outside of,
park and preserve boundaries.

Environmentally Preferred Alternative

The environmentally preferred alternative is defined as “the alternative that will promote the
national environmental policy as expressed in Section 101 of the National Environmental Policy
Act” (CEQ “Forty Most Asked Questions on CEQ NEPA Regulations”). Section 101 states “…it is
the continuing responsibility of the federal government to...

1) fulfill the responsibilities of each generation as trustee of the environment for succeeding
generations.

2) ensure for all Americans safe, healthful, productive, and esthetically and culturally pleasing
surroundings.

3) attain the widest range of beneficial uses of the environment without degradation, risk of
health or safety, or other undesirable and unintended consequences.

4) preserve important historic, cultural, and natural aspects of our national heritage and
maintain, wherever possible, an environment that supports diversity and variety of individual
choice.

5) achieve a balance between population and resource use that will permit high standards of
living and a wide sharing of life’s amenities.

6) enhance the quality of renewable resources and approach the maximum attainable recycling
of depletable resources.”

Based on these criteria, the National Park Service has determined that Alternatives 3 and 4 are the
Environmentally Preferred Alternatives, because they attain the widest range of beneficial uses of
the environment and support a diversity and variety of individual choice without substantially
degrading park resources. As documented in Chapter 4, Environmental Consequences, Alternative 2
narrows the range of opportunity for using resources substantially while Alternative 5 allows for
major adverse impacts to park resources such as natural soundscapes and wilderness while
decreasing the range of available wilderness recreational opportunities.
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