High Altitude Mountaineering:
Visitor Types and Management Preferences

By Alan Ewert

A recent study at Denali NP identificd
some of the characteristics of the mountain-
eering visitor, the climbers’ perceplion of the
mountaincnvironment, and certain preferred
management options affecting the mountain
environment and the mountaingcer on Mt.
McKinleyand adjacent Alaska Range peaks.
To date, the research community has paid
little attention to such areas in terms of who
Lhe partieipants are, what are the underlying
reasons for their visits, and what types of
management issucs are at stake.

Approximately 360 registered climbers
were asked to complete a 26 item question-
nairc asthey checked out atthe ranger station
inTalkectna. Responsc rate for the question-
naircs was close to 100 pereent; 84 percent
aticnipted the West Buttress route and the
remaining 16 percent climbed the Muldrow,
West Rib, or Cassin. Since this studv was
exploratory in nature, {he questionnaire was
printed onlyin English. Thesainpling began
in June and was concluded in August. Tt
coveredapproximately 36 percent of the total
number of climbers registered to climb
McKinley in 1992,

Who Is the Climber?

Of the climbers responding to the ques-
tionnaire, thecaverageage was 32 (range=18-
62). Within this group more than 90 percent
were male. Climbers reported an average of
10 years of mountaincering expericnce. It
should be noted that the sample was skewed
toward the low cnd of numbers of ycars of

mountainccring, with over 40 percent of the
sample reporting six or fewer ycars of expe-
rience.

Within the sample, 67 percent indicated
that thcy made the summit orcompleted their
route. Ofthese, the reasons for their success
included (in descending order of impor-
tance): Preparation, experience, acclimati-
zation, food, good weather, patience/perse-
verance. The primary reasons given [or not
surnmiting or completing the route included:
Badweatherand sickness/medical problems.
The majority of Lthe people (66%) were clas-
sified as independent climbers (not a mem-
ber of a guided party), with 32 percent being
partofa guided party and 2 pereent being solo
climbers.

The Mountain Environment

Byawide margin, thc majority of climbers
utilized the Southcast Fork Kahiltnalanding
strip. As depicted inFigure I, levels ol trash
were perceived differently at various loca-
tions. Of all the locations reported in the
study, thecampsiteat 17,200 fect on the West
Buttress was the only consistently reporicd
area to have trash problems.

In dealing with trash, the vast majority ol
climbers reporied carrying out their trash.
This was followed by dropping it in a cre-
vassc {14%), and burving (1%). A notc ol
caution here: Carrying oul garbage is the
administratuvely correct thing to do; without
an actual behavior observation there is no
way to ascertain the accuracy of these ‘re-
poricd’ actions. Ontheother hand. it should
be noted that Glling out the questionnaires
was voluntary and anonymous.

A number of suggestions were made by
climbers on how to handle trash. The more
popular oncs included: Carrying it out, edu-
calion, cstablishing collection sitesand using
helicopters to remnove it, and burning il
Currently, NPS policy emphasizes a carry-
out procedure; burning trash is not allowed.

Regarding human sanitation on the moun-
tain, human waste disposal was not a prob-
lemat base camp for mostclimbers (72%). In
camp locations. only 3 percent reporied that
disposing olhuman wastc was aproblemthat
detracted from their nouslainecring cxperi-
ence. On their climbing routc. 3U percent
reported that human waste disposal was a
problem.

Ninctly percent ol respondents reported
they used plastic bags [or human waste dis-
posal in crevasses, howcever, the question-
naire did not detenmine whether climbers
uscd this method all the tirne or interspersed
it with othertechniques. Problems indispos-
ing of human wastc inciuded: Not enough
fatrines, inadequalte directions on how (o
dispose of human waslc, too severe cnviron-
ment to adequately use plastic bags or build
latnnes, and latrines inadequately placed.
Possible solutions listed by climbers were:
Limit nitmber of partics, have more plastic
baps available and enforce a heman wasic
disposal policy. furnish morc latrines, dump
stations. and chemical toilets. Currenty,
NPS recommends using plastic bags as la-
trines and then disposing of the baps indeep
CICVASSCs.

Continned on page 27
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Sociological Factors

Given the intemational popularity of Mt.
McKinley and the increasing numbers of
climbers over the past decade, the issue of
crowding was considered an important siudy
clement. Although the size and complexity
of Mt. McKinley would seem to preclude a
crowding problem, only a few roules receive
the majority of usc. In this study, 32 percent
of the elimbers reported crowding as a prob-
lem. Asshownin Figure 2, perceived crow d-
ing varied with the location. For example,
crowding was prevalent on the Muldrow
routc and non-existcnt on the Cassin route.

On the issuc of limiting the number of
climbers, a slight majority of respondents
were against linutation(57%1t043%). Thesc
numbers might change if climbers were ac-
tually faced with being denied a climbing
opportunity on the more heavily traveled
routcs. When asked about wavs to dcal with
the crowding problcin, two responses were
mostoflen given: Establish a permit sysiem,
and limit group sizes.

The literature row is fairly consistent in
differentiating between solitude, user-den-
sity, and crowding (Patterson and Hammitt,
1990; Stewart and Carpenter, 1989). While
density can be an actual physical measurc-
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ment (numbers of climbers in a given loca-
tion), solttude and crowding arc psvchologi-
cally determined. In the casc of crowding,
how “*crowded’” anareca isdepends in part on
the expectlations and past expericnee of the
individual. At ML McKinley, climbers {par-
tcularly on the more popular routes) may be
expecting o sec larger numbers of other
climbers and consequently fecl less “*crowd-
ing’” even though a relatively high uscr-
density obtains.

Conclusions

Drawing conclusions from a one-lime
snapshot of pcople and time can be a risky
business. Some information (ron: this study
bcars up under the weight of common scnse.,
expericnce, and past {indings lrom the litera-
ture. The demograplucs frotn this study’s
sample arc congrucnt with the gencral popu-
lation of climbers visiling Mt. McKinley. To
the extent that this is true, it would seem
rcasonable that they reflect many of the views
and demog raphics of most McKinley climb-
crs. Itshould be noted however, that the study
did not sample thosc climbing in the carlicr
part of the scason—Aprl and May. The
variablcs of age, gender. and years of moun-
tainecring expericnce do seem in ling with

the overall climbing population of Mt
McKinlcy.

Trash and human waste are probleins in
some areas but not overwhelming for most
climbers.  Most-oflered solutions, such as
crevasse dumping or helicopler-assisted re-
roval, either arc not new, or represent a
significant increasc in maintenance and per-
sonnel costs.

The study showed that trash, sanitation,
and crowding still are within acceptable
limtts for most Mt. McKinlcy users. [f prob-
lems cventually do occur in these or other
areas related to management of the climbing
environmeni, future studics should strive to
deterine what types of solutions or man-
agement options would beimost acceptable 1o
the user.

Dr Ewert is Branch Chicf. Recreation, Wilder-
ness, and Urban I'orestry Research, USES, Wash-
ington, DC
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