OJAL ASKA OFFICE OF PROJECT MANAGEMENT AND PERMITTING

October 22, 2024

Kenai Fjords National Park
Attention: John Carroll
Superintendent

PO Box 1727

Seward, AK 99664

Submitted online at Planning, Environment & Public Comment (PEPC) website
Re: Kenai Fjords Frontcountry Management Plan

Dear Mr. Carroll,

The State of Alaska (State) reviewed the Kenai Fjords National Park proposed Frontcountry
Management Plan (Plan). The proposed Plan will replace the 2004 Final Exit Glacier Area
Plan/General Management Plan Amendment and addresses visitor use and suggests alternatives
to the existing visitor management policies and recreation opportunities in frontcountry areas
near the park road, visitor center, and trails to Exit Glacier and the Harding Ice Field. The
comments below incorporate input from the Departments of Natural Resources (DNR) and Fish
and Game (ADF&G).

Wilderness references [pages 17; 78-80]

We request deletion of the sections on Wilderness Effects on page 17 and 78-80. As mentioned
in the Plan, no lands were designated as wilderness when the Kenai Fjords National Park was
created through the passage of the Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation Act (ANILCA)
in 1980. The proposed Plan mentions a wilderness suitability study completed during the 1984
planning process.

The 1984 Suitability Study was in accordance with ANILCA Section 1317. This section
provided limited authority for the NPS to study all lands within the unit boundaries not already
designated by the ANILCA, as to their “suitability or nonsuitability for preservation as
wilderness” and report findings to the President within 5 years of the enactment of the Act;
wilderness recommendations were to be forwarded by the President to Congress within 7 years.
Since Congress has not acted on the study, the time has passed for lands with wilderness
characteristics within Kenai Fjords National Park to be designated as wilderness. The State does
not support this Plan including any direction to preserve either wilderness or wilderness
character (the terms are used interchangeably within the Plan).
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We recognize that the National Park Service's 2006 Management Policies and Director's Order
#41 Wilderness Stewardship, dated May 13, 2013 include direction to manage "eligible" lands to
protect wilderness character. While these national policies do in fact provide such general
direction, the policies are also very clear that protecting “eligible” lands is intended as a short-
term measure in the wilderness study process. It is not intended as a stop-gap measure to protect
“eligible” lands indefinitely; thereby circumventing Congress’ authority to designate Wilderness,
and, as is the case in Alaska, to make an end-run around the limited authority granted in
ANILCA to conduct wilderness studies. Director’s Order 41 includes an important caveat:

It is important to note that these policies may in some instances be superseded by
statutory provisions that apply to individual wilderness areas, by rights reserved by
former landowners and, in Alaska, by applicable provisions of the Alaska
National Interest Lands Conservation Act (ANILCA). [emphasis added]

For these reasons, the assessment of Wilderness, eligible wilderness, wilderness boundaries, etc.
on pages 78-80 is inappropriate. Both “Effects on Wilderness” on page 17, and the Wilderness
section on pages 78-80, should be removed (see also ANILCA 1317 and 1326).

Public Expectations

[pages 11 and B-7]

The NPS is managing hiking on Harding Ice Field for visitor experience and encounters; the Plan
identifies higher frequency of encounters as detrimental to visitor experiences. The State
recommends conducting new socioeconomic studies to understand expectations from the public
when it comes to visiting Alaska National Parks. DNR has found through its own land use
planning that, for younger members of the public, their experience is not degraded by

encounters, but rather they place more value in facilities and frontcountry developed areas. This
speaks to the outdated policies of managing for experience and solitude and is quite possibly not
what the younger public values anymore.

We recognize visitor use at Kenai Fjords National Park is increasing, including on the Harding
Icefield Trail. We encourage the NPS to embrace this increase and consider ways to enhance
visitors' ability to experience Harding Icefield, as Congress intended in ANILCA. Congress
specifically included a provision in ANILCA 201(5) allowing the park to develop access to the
Harding Icefield and to allow the use of mechanized equipment on the icefield for recreation.
Given this allowance, the Park should seek ways to enhance visitor opportunities. We request the

deletion of the followmg sentence on page 11: "Hkgher—ffeq&eneres—ef—ﬂsﬁer—eﬂeemﬁefs—a}eﬂg

majority of NPS lands in Alaska are 1naccess1b1e to most visitors; Congress recogmzed that
Kenai Fjords National Park was road-accessible and included special provisions to allow the
park to enhance visitor experience to a unique park area in Alaska.

[page B-11]

Given the very high numbers of visitors to the Visitor Facilities Zone, as well as the compressed
season within which those visits occur and the current pressure on parking, we suggest creating a
more realistic target for negative visitor complaint cards received. We commend the Park for
prioritizing a positive visitor experience but feel that five negative complaints over an entire
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season is very low and may quickly trigger action by the Park that may ultimately not be the best
use of staff time or resources. We suggest adopting a small percentage of monthly or seasonal
visitors rather than setting the limit at five. This will continue to show a priority on positive
visitor experience while allowing staff time to be allocated efficiently.

Alternative B

We encourage the development of additional interpretative materials and education opportunities
as noted in the Alternative B goals listed on page 29, and identified in public comments in
Appendix D.

Impacts on Natural Resources [page 12]

This section "Impacts on Natural Resources" should address actual, documented impacts
occurring to Kenai Fjords National Park’s natural resources. Instead, the section dwells on
possible impacts, using statements such as "has the potential to impact," "potential increases,"
and "may disturb." Please revise this section of the EA to outline actual impacts currently
occurring and include monitoring programs that identify the impact indicators and baselines and
indicators that will be used to identify when management actions are needed. The document
should also explain how the creation of the Glacier Moraine and Valley Floor management zones
will minimize or reduce impacts.

[page 42]

We recognize that the National Park and Recreation Act of 1978 established a statutory
requirement (54 USC 100502) that each national park general management plan include "visitor
carrying capacities for all areas" of each park unit. ANILCA Section 1301 (promulgated in
1980) identifies specific management plan requirements for NPS plans in Alaska and while it
includes the requirements found in 100502(1), (2), and (4), as well as additional requirements, it
does not address 100502(3): "identification of and implementation commitments for visitor
carrying capacities for all areas of System unit." Please identify what impacts the park is seeing
on frontcountry areas that warrant a need to establish visitor capacities.

Fat-tire Bikes [page 23]

We are supportive of the intent in Alternative B to allow winter fat tire bikes in the Exit Glacier
Developed Area where and when snowmachines are currently allowed. We request this
allowance be expanded to include electric fat tire bikes. We do not see electric fat tire bikes in
these conditions having more impacts than snowmachines.

[page 31] We are supportive of the recommend strategies and actions proposed for Recreational
Opportunities. We suggest Kenai Fjords National Park provide opportunities for both motorized
and non-motorized bikes in the winter.

Zoning references [page 24]

Regarding the second and third bullets on this page, in light of ANILCA’s protection of public
uses and activities within the conservation system units, we believe “zoning” is a management
tool with potentially inherent inconsistencies as it often seeks to limit uses without any
demonstration of negative impacts to resource. The Plan indicates that the visitor facilities zone,
pedestrian zone, and hiker zone would be retained but their boundaries and desired conditions
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modified. We can support these zones as we understand the management issues Kenai Fjords
National Park faces within these areas. We question the need for a glacial mountain zone and a
valley floor zone. We recognize the need for management prescriptions in areas of heavy use and
resource impacts, and that outlining management units may be the only way to disperse use in
these areas; however, we question the need to address use limits in areas that are unlikely to
experience overuse during the life of the plan. We request the EA clarify the management issues
anticipated to be addressed by the Glacier Moraine and Valley Floor management zones.

[page 28]

The discussion regarding the desired conditions for the Glacial Mountain (especially) and Valley
Floor Zones do not appear to meet the common understanding of a frontcountry experience. We
request Kenai Fjords National Park consider the possibility of additional future trails, educational
signs, and other amenities in both of these areas.

[pages 41; 53; 61-66; B-2; B-5 to B-7]
Because restrictive management of soundscapes is inappropriate for frontcountry areas, we
request Soundscapes be deleted as a management indicator.

Solitude References [pages 26 —27; A-2; A-3; A-7; B-5; B-10; C-4 — C-5; C-8; C-13]

We request deletion of the discussion of solitude throughout the document. Opportunities for
solitude are specifically identified as a characteristic of designated wilderness under the
Wilderness Act, as such, its use in planning documents should be restricted to management plans
for designated wilderness. This plan is directed at frontcountry management, therefore
designation of areas for solitude and escape from the relative "hustle and bustle" (page 26) is
inappropriate. Frontcountry areas should provide general amenities, have no limits on number of
people, and noise should not be an issue of concern. Alaska has so little of these areas, it is not
inappropriate for Kenai Fjords National Park to seek to provide this sort of frontcountry
experience.

Closure Processes [Page B-16]

If Kenai Fjords National Park determines it is necessary to close a trail for a period that meets the
definition of a temporary or permanent closure under 36 CFR 13.50 and 43 CFR 36.11(h), the
appropriate Alaska specific closure process must be followed. The State suggests adding a
reference to those closure procedures in this section.

DNR Management Authority [page 4]
Please add the following language to the description of the project area, where the boundary of
the Resurrection River is discussed:

DNR has management authority for state lands (including the land, water, tidelands,
and shorelands of navigable waters within the State). This authority includes
management of navigable waters, tidelands, and shorelands within and adjacent to
the boundaries of federal lands. DNR manages use of these lands through Generally
Allowed Uses (11 AAC 96.020 subjectto 11 AAC 96.025) and through commercial
and recreational land use authorizations. The Resurrection River is navigable for
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title purposes, and the State of Alaska should be consulted for management actions
that include the submerged lands below Resurrection River, or its water.

Any limitations on access should exclude the waters and submerged lands of the creek, and the
plan should make that clear to the public and future resource managers.

ADF&G Management Authority [page 30]

We encourage park staff to reach out to ADF&G on approaches to manage human-wildlife
encounters and wildlife safety. We recommend reviewing ADF&G’s website at
https://www.adfg.alaska.gov/index.cfm?adfg=livewith.main. This website has videos and
suggestions regarding safety principles for individual wildlife species and how to avoid conflicts
with them.

[page 83]

The Plan should accurately reflect the cooperative management between the NPS and ADF&G
on the protection of habitat for, and populations of, fish and wildlife with the park. ADF&G,
under the constitution, laws, and regulations of the state of Alaska, is responsible for the
management, protection, maintenance, enhancement, rehabilitation, and extension of the fish and
wildlife resources of the state; in accordance with the state constitution, the department manages
fish and wildlife using the recognized management principle of sustained yield. Within
conservation system units, including Kenai Fjords National Park, state management of fish and
wildlife resources is required to be consistent with the provisions of ANILCA. This cooperation
is further clarified in the Master Memorandum of Understanding between the NPS and ADF&G
defines the cooperative management role of each agency. The "Department of the Interior, Fish
and Wildlife Policy: State-Federal Relationships" (43 CFR 24) further addresses
intergovernmental cooperation in the protection, use, and management of fish and wildlife
resources. The closely related responsibilities of protecting habitat and wildlife populations, and
of providing for fish and wildlife utilization, require close cooperation of ADF&G, the NPS, and
all resource users. While we appreciate the consultations Kenai Fjords National Park carried out
in preparing this document, the ADF&G should also have been consulted independently on fish
and wildlife management issues. We did note that some ADF&G publications were used as
reference material for the plan.

Page-Specific Comments

e Pages I-2: We request this section use the language from ANILCA to identify park
actions. For example, ANILCA Section 201 directs the NPS to maintain unimpaired the
scenic and environmental integrity of the Harding Icefield ... the same is true for the
numbered items that follow regarding the icefield, its glaciers, fjords, and islands. Items 1
to 3 all start with "protects," but ANILCA states "maintain unimpaired" for scenic and
environmental integrity of the icefield, its glaciers, fjords and islands.

e Page I, Item 2. We request the deletion of the term "wild and" from this sentence. None
of the park has been designated as wilderness by Congress. Using the term "wild" to
describe the fjords will confuse the general public.
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e Page 2, Item 4. We request deletion of "a rich diversity of terrestrial" and replacement
with the language from ANILCA which directs the NPS to "protect" marine mammals
and marine and other birds in "their natural state, free of human activity which is
disruptive to their natural processes."

e Page 2 Item 5. Please delete the term "wild values" as it will easily lead people to
associate the park with designated wilderness.

e Page 25, map: Consistent with our comments about not managing non-designated and
frontcountry as "eligible" wilderness, update this map (Figure 10) to remove the eligible
wilderness symbology.

o Appendix A, Table A-1a, page A-2: In the "Hiker Zone" column, General Description
row, please remove the reference to "eligible wilderness". As mentioned in other State
comments, without further direction from Congress, NPS should not manage further
lands as wilderness. (see also ANILCA Sections 1317 and 1326)

Closing

Thank you for the opportunity to review and comment on this proposed project. Please contact
me at (907)269-0880 or by email at catherine.heroy@alaska.gov to coordinate any follow up
discussions.

Sincerely,
/ /

Catherine Heroy

Federal Program Manager

Email cc: Patrick Lewis, Patrick Lewis@nps.gov
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