
High A
Visitor Types
By Alan Ewert 

A recent study at Denali NP identified 
some of thecharactcristics of the mountain­
eeringvisitor, t11c climbers' perceptionofthe 
mountain environment, and certain preferred 
management options aJiecting the mountain 
environment and the mowttaineer on Mt. 
McKinley and adjacent Alaska Range peaks. 
To date, the research community has paid 
little attention to such a reas in terms of who 
the participants are, what arc t11e underlying 
reasons for their visits, and what types of 
management issues a re at stake. 

Approximately 360 registered climbers 
were asked to complete a 26 ite m question­
naire as they checked out at Ute ranger station 
in Talkeetna. Response rate for Ute question­
naires \vas close to I 00 percent; 84 percent 
attempted the West Buttress route a nd the 
remaining 16 percent climbed Ute Muldrow, 
West Rib, or Cassin. Since this study was 
exploratory in n..<tture. the questionnai re was 
printed only in Eng! ish. T hcsampl ing began 
in June and was concluded in August. It 
covered appro~ mat ely 36 perce nt oftlte total 
number of climbers registe red to climb 
McKinley in 1992. 

Who Is the Climhcr? 
Of the cl imbers responding to the ques­

tionnaire, U1cavcrageage was32 (ra nge= 18-
62). Within this group more U1an 90 percent 
were male. C limbers reported an average of 
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T ra'h Not 
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ltitude Mountaineer
 and Management P
ountaineering, wilh ovcr40 percent of the 

ample reporting six or fewer years of ex-pe­
ience. 

Within tl1e sample, 67 percent indicated 
l1at they made tlteswnmit or completed their 
oute. O fU1ese, the reasons for their success 
ncluded (in descending order of impor­
ance): Preparation, experience, accl imati­
ation, food, good weather, patience/perse­
erance. The primary reasons given for not 
ununiting or completing Ute route included: 
ad wcaUter and sickness/medical problems. 
he majority of the people (66% ) were clas­
ified as independent climbers (not a mem­
er of a guided party), with 32 percent being 
art of a guided party and 2 percent being solo 
limbers. 

The Mountain Environment 
By a wide margin, the majority of climbers 

tilized Ute Southeast Fork Kaltiltna landing 
trip. As depicted in Figure 1, levels of trash 
ere perceived differently at various loca­

ions. or all the locations reported in the 
tudy, thccampsitcat 17,200 feet on tlte West 
uttress was the only consistently reported 

rea to have trash problems. 
In dealing wiUt trash, Ute vast majority of 

limbers reported carrying out Utcir trash. 
his was followed by dropping it in a cre­
asse (14%), and bur)'ing ( I%). A note of 
aution he re: Carrying out garbage is the 
dministratively correct thing to do; wiU10ut 
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 Unac:ccptablc 
Lc vels of Trash 

() 
ing: 
references 
A number of suggestions were me~de by 

limbers on how to handle trash. The more 
opular ones included: CCJ!l)'ing it out, edu­
ation, cstablishingcollectionsitcsand using 
e licopters to remove it, and burning it. 
urrently. NPS policy emphasizes a carry­
ut procedure; burning trash is not allowed. 

Regarding human sanitation on the moun­
ain, hum:m waste d isposal w:~s not a prob­
m at base camp for most cl imbers (72%). In 

amp locations, only 3 percent reported that 
isposing onnunan w:~ste we~s e1 problem Utat 
etracted from thei r mounte~i neering experi­
nce. On U1eir climbing route. 30 percent 
eported that human w:~stc disposal w:~s :1 

roble m. 
Ninety percent of respondents reported 

hey used plastic bags for human we~ste dis­
osal in crevasses: however. the question­
a ire did not detennine wheUter climbers 
sed this method ::til U1e time or interspersed 
t with o U1er techniques. Problems in dispos­
ng of hume~n w:~stc included: Not enough 
trines, inadcqu:lle directions on how to 

isposeofhuman waste. too severe environ­
ent to CJdcquately usc plastic bags or buil~ 
trines. mtd la trines inadequately ple~ccd. 

ossible solutions listed by cl imbers were: 
imit number of parties. he~ve more piCJstic 
e~gs e~vai lable ::tnd enforce a human waste 
isposal policy. furni sh more latrines. dump 
tations. a nd chemical toi lets. Currenlly. 
10 years of mountaineering experience. It 
should be noted tha t the sample was skewed 
toward the low end of numbers of years of 

n actua l behavior obse
way to ascertain tlte acc
ported' ' actions. On Ute o
be noted Utat filling out
was voluntary and anony

Figure 1. Levels of Trash at Various Locations (in percent). 
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 the questionnaires 
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PS recommends us ing plastic be~gs as la­
trines and then disposing of Ute bags in deep 
crevasses. 

<ontmued on page :!7 

Figure 2. Percent ofClimb<:rs Reporting Cro" ·dcu Conditions al 
Selected Locations. 
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part of the season-April and May. The 
ship to wilderness sol~ude. JounaJ o4 Leistxe Rese..-ch 
Sociological Factors 
Given the international popularity ofMt. 

McKinley and tl1c increasing numbers of 
climbers over the past decade, tl1e issue of 
crowding was considered an important study 
element. Altl10ugh tl1e size and complexity 
of Mt. McKinley would seem to preclude a 
crowding problem, only a few routes receive 
tl1e majority of usc. In this study, 32 percent 
oftl1e climbers reported crowding as a prob­
lem. As shown in Figure 2, perceived crowd­
ing varied witlt the location. For example, 
crowding was prevalent. on tl1c Muldrow 
route and non-existent on the Cassin route. 

On the issue of limiting the number of 
climbers, a slight majority of respondents 
wereagainst lintitation (57%to43%). l11ese 
numbers ntight change if climbers were ac­
tually faced witlt being dertied a climbing 
opporturtity on U1e more heavily traveled 
routes. When asked about ways to deal witl1 
the crowding problem, two responses were 
most often given: Establish a pemlit system .. 
and limit group sizes. 

The literature now is fairly consistent in 
differentiating between solitude, user-den­
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sity, and crowding (Patterson and Hammitt, 
1990; Stewart and Carpenter, 1989). While 
density can be an actual physical measure-
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mcnl (nwnbers of climbers in a given loca­
tion), solitude and crowding are psychologi­
cally dctennincd. In t.he case of crowding, 
how"crowdcd" an area is depends in part on 
tl1c expectations and past experience of t.hc 
individual. At Mt. McKinley, climbers (par­
ticularly on tl1c more popular routes) may be 
expecting to sec larger nwnbers of otl1er 
climbers and consequently feel less " crowd­
ing" even tlJOugh a relatively high user­
density obtains. 

Conclusions 
Drawing conclusions from a one-lime 

snapshot of people and lime can be a risky 
business. Some infom1alion from this study 
bears up wtder the weight of common sense, 
xperience, and past findings from tltc litera­

lure. l11c demograpltics from this study's 
ample are congruent with the general popu­

lation ofclimbersvisilingMt. McKinley. To 
l1c extent that tltis is true, it would seem 
reasonable that they reflect many ofthe views 
nd demographics of most McKinley climb­
rs. ltshouldbenoled however, that the study 
id not sample those climbing in the earlier 
variables of age, gender. and yc<lfS of moun­
taineering experience do seem in line witl1 
the overall climbing population of Mt. 
McKinley. 

Trash and hwnan waste are problems in 
some areas but not overwhelming for most 
climbers. Most-offered solutions. such as 
crevasse dumping or helicopter-assisted re­
moval, either arc not new, or represent a 
significant increase in maintenance and per­
sonnel costs. 

The study showed tl1al trash, sanitation, 
and crowding still arc within acceptable 
limits for most Mt.McKinlcy users. If prob­
lems eventually do occur in these or otl1cr 
areas rein ted to management oft he climbing 
environment, future studies should strive to 
dctcnninc what types of solutions or man­
:lgemenl options would be most acceptable to 
tl1e user. 

Dr. Ewert is 11mnch Chief. l?ecnwtion, Wilda­
ne.H, and Urban Forestry Research, USFS. Wnslr­
ing ton, DC 
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