








October 26, 2012
To:


USDA Undersecretary Harris Sherman

USDA Forest Service Chief, Tom Tidwell

Regional Forester Beth Pendleton


Chugach National Forest Supervisor Terri Marceron


Glacier District Ranger Tim Charnon

cc: 
Senator Lisa Murkowski


Senator Mark Begich


Representative Don Young

Dear U.S. Forest Service leaders:
The Chugach National Forest, at over five and one-half million acres, is the second-largest national forest in the United States.  Stretching from the bountiful Copper River Delta, arching through the islands, fiords and glaciers of Prince William Sound, and bordering the abundant Kenai River, the Chugach encompasses the world’s northernmost temperate rainforest. Relying on this diverse and vast land is a mosaic of Alaskan mammals, birds, fish, trees, plants, and people.  Surprisingly, not one acre of this majestic landscape is held in permanent protection for future generations to enjoy despite the fact that ninety-eight percent of the Chugach qualifies for wilderness protection.

The undersigned organizations, businesses, and independent citizens welcome the initiation of the Chugach National Forest Plan revision process. We look forward to working with the U.S. Forest Service on the endeavor and encourage the agency to include a review of Chugach National Forest lands for their inclusion in the National Wilderness Preservation System. Of particular interest is a review of the Nellie Juan-College Fiord Wilderness Study Area (WSA) in western Prince William Sound. We urge the Forest Service to produce a new recommendation to Congress on the Wilderness Study Area as part of the Forest Plan revision.

Alaska residents and visitors have long valued the wilderness qualities of western Prince William Sound. The area’s unpolluted and prolific watersheds support long-standing subsistence activities, a vital mainstay for many Alaskans. In Tatitlek and Chenega Bay, for example, residents harvest an annual average of 500 pounds of resources per person, half of which is salmon. Prince William Sound wild salmon also support the livelihoods of commercial fishermen, driving the economic engines of communities such as Cordova. In addition, Alaskan families and their visitors treasure the wild character of western Prince William Sound, which supports hunting, fishing, camping, boating, kayaking, sightseeing, and opportunities for solitude and adventure. The area also supports a thriving recreation and tourism industry, including water taxis, guides, outfitters, tour boats, cruise ships, and others. Each of these activities, essential to the livelihoods and quality of life of many Alaskans, benefits from the wilderness character of western Prince William Sound.
The establishment and maintenance of wilderness areas has long been recognized as one of the multiple uses of national forests, as affirmed in the Multiple Use-Sustained Yield Act of 1960 and the Wilderness Act of 1964. In 1980, responding to public support for wilderness in Alaska, Congress designated the Nellie Juan-College Fiord Wilderness Study Area as part of the Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation Act (ANILCA). In 1984 and 2002, the U.S. Forest Service completed wilderness studies as part of the Forest Plan process, recommending that most of the WSA be designated as federal wilderness. Congress did not act on the recommendations.
We commend the U.S. Forest Service for including wilderness recommendations in earlier Chugach National Forest Plans. We also believe it is essential to the wilderness resources of the Nellie Juan-College Fiord area that the agency produces an updated recommendation to Congress as part of the current Forest Plan revision. Furthermore, we urge that the Forest Plan revision include a strengthening of the wilderness management standards for the WSA to preserve the area’s wilderness suitability for a time when Congress addresses the issue.
Some will argue the 1984 and 2002 wilderness recommendations make a new recommendation unnecessary. We might agree if conditions in the Wilderness Study Area remained static in the decade since the last recommendation. However, the last decade has brought considerable change to Prince William Sound, with important ramifications for wilderness suitability. For instance:

· The opening of the Anton-Anderson Memorial Tunnel to Whittier in June, 2000, sparked an unprecedented increase in vessel traffic in western Prince William Sound. The increase occurred over a span of years and changed the character of the Wilderness Study Area to a degree that the 2002 wilderness suitability review and recommendation to Congress could not have foreseen. Specifically, increased vessel traffic, recreation, and tourism in areas closest to Whittier have heightened the value of a wilderness designation for outlying areas such as Knight Island, upper Columbia Bay, and the upper Nellie Juan River drainage, areas not recommended as wilderness in 2002. 
· The decade since the last Forest Plan Revision has seen significant population increases in the Anchorage area and the communities of the Kenai Peninsula, leading to additional increased pressure on the nearby Wilderness Study Area and an increased need for lands managed for wilderness qualities.

· Alaska’s changing climate has also impacted the Wilderness Study Area, particularly in Columbia Bay. The 2002 Forest Plan could not have anticipated the dramatic loss of ice in Columbia Bay and how that would heighten the value of wilderness in the upper Columbia Glacier region. Just as the glacial retreat has forced a re-writing of maps of the area, it necessitates a fresh look at the area’s suitability as wilderness.
· Advances in technology in the last decade have changed the patterns and levels of use in western Prince William Sound. Faster, more efficient boats, off-road vehicles, and snow machines, along with more accurate and affordable GPS systems, have allowed an influx of motorized users throughout the area, significantly altering resources and wilderness character since the time of the last Forest Plan revision. 
The changes in western Prince William Sound are ongoing and pose considerable challenges to preserving the area’s wilderness character, including air pollution, crowding, noise, disturbance to wildlife, motorized incursions, even conflict among user groups. In light of the changes, we believe an updated wilderness suitability review and recommendation to Congress is necessary to protect the area’s character and resources. We also believe a strengthening of Chugach Forest Plan wilderness management of the WSA will ensure its responsible stewardship until Congress addresses the issue.
As stakeholders in the region, we are eager to help identify, assess, and build support for a Congressional wilderness designation on the Chugach National Forest. We believe this starts with a careful wilderness review and strong recommendation to Congress as part of the Chugach National Forest Plan revision. We welcome opportunities to work together in achieving our shared goals of preserving the Forest’s rich heritage for generations to come. We look forward to hearing from you. 
Sincerely, 
Alaska Alpine Adventures, Dan Oberlatz
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