Controversy lingers over recreation area

 A pair of public meetings this week should cause those who enjoy recreating in the Knik River Public Use Area to take notice.

The Alaska Department of Natural Resources, Division of Mining, Land & Water, will conduct the meetings Tuesday, at Teeland Middle School, and Wednesday, at Butte Elementary, for the purpose of presenting information on preliminary alternatives and management actions for the popular local outdoor attraction. Both meetings begin at 6 p.m.

After an often contentious public process over the last two years that pitted user groups against each other, legislation, in the form of a management plan, was finally passed last spring. Sponsored by a pair of Valley legislators - Sen. Charlie Huggins and Rep. Bill Stoltze - the new law was supposed to address an alarming rise in misuse of the area - littering, vandalism, erosion, damage to banks of streams and salmon habitat. Perhaps most frightening of all were reports of firearm infractions that put some users in fear of their personal safety.

Critics of the management plan said it lacked teeth - and resources - needed for an appropriate law enforcement presence. Nearly a year later, some of those criticisms have been validated. Property destruction, public health and safety nuisances and other criminal activities are still reported to be widespread.

Unfortunately, the complaints have too often been met with the official response that there are not enough resources to fund adequate patrols in the area. This, in turn, has created a situation where some area property owners feel even more vulnerable to crime.

It's a tough situation for residents and lawful, respectful users of the area alike. Correcting it will require an organized effort and a unified voice.

Since a real solution will require an outlay of cash, time - and patience - will also be required.

Valley residents are fortunate to have a natural playground like the Knik River Public Use Area virtually right outside their doors. For years, the area has been used by diverse groups. Hikers, hunters, fishermen, boaters and ATV riders have shared the area's recreational bounty, which includes glaciers, wetlands, woodlands, upland forests, mountains, alpine tundra, and springs and streams that flow into Knik River.

In addition to a vast and diverse array of wildlife, the area is also home to residents of the Butte, South Knik River and Goat Creek communities.

Bringing harmony to the area should be a priority. There is too much at stake to let the present situation go unchecked.
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