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Public reflects on Knik River's wild life 

WHERE 'ANYTHING GOES': List of comments gathered by state shows diversity of opinion. 
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While attracting fishermen, hikers and others, the Knik River near Palmer also draws errant gunfire, loud parties and careless trash disposal. 
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Knik River public use area information 
WASILLA -- People who live and play in the Knik River valley are divided over the possibility of restrictions on off-road vehicles in the scenic area famous for its long-standing "anything goes" attitude. 

The issue is one of several hot topics surfacing as officials move toward writing a plan for the new Knik River Public Use Area. The Legislature created the 260,000-acre playground at the foot of Pioneer Peak last summer. It runs up to the Knik Glacier and back down an arm of the Chugach Mountains, nearly to Matanuska Peak. 

A scenic and wildlife-rich jewel that attracts thousands of hikers, hunters, anglers and off-road enthusiasts, the Knik has also become a magnet for trouble: wild parties: stolen cars abandoned, and some set afire; and errant gunfire. 

The state last fall started a schedule of public meetings to learn how people use the area and how best to manage it. 

The 255 opinions fill 103 pages of an Adobe Acrobat file recently released by the state Department of Natural Resources after a public comment period ended last month. The range of comments is as broad as the braided Knik River valley. 

Many comments address the future of motorized access, whether to continue the current policy of open access or restrict travel in some areas to protect sensitive ground or critters. 

Comments 102 and 103 illustrate the divide. 

"The Knik River Public Use Area has been designated MULTI-USE and is NOT AN ATV PARK as recently & frequently is being advertised!" the first comment states, going on to describe muddied creek crossings and severely damaged riverbank trails.

"I am against any public restrictions on motorized vehicles on the Knik River access. I have helped in several clean ups & rescues," follows the next opinion. "I know that it is a safe place to ride, and there is a lot of room for everyone!"

Other potentially contentious topics include restrictions on shooting, charging parking fees at the various access points into the area, and developing campgrounds, roads and trails. 

A partial wish list culled from the comments included: developed parking areas with outhouses and trash bins; a designated shooting area; more established trails, including a designated trail to the glacier; at least one developed campground; bridges and boardwalks to protect sensitive areas. 

A fair share urged the state to leave well enough alone, as voiced by one comment that said, "I would like to see the Knik area stay pretty much the way it is with less trash, burned cars and stupidity."

Many comments did agree in one area: The area needs more law enforcement to safeguard against the wild parties, torched cars and pickups, and shooting that plagues the area, especially around Jim Creek. 

A 20-year-old identified himself as a motorized user whose sisters learned to drive a dirt bike, whose girlfriend learned to shoot a .22 and "almost everyone in the family learned to shoot a 12 (gauge shotgun) out there."

Still, the anonymous comment continued, in the absence of law enforcement, members of the off-road community have taken it upon themselves to police the area, asking questions "whenever things don't look right."

"I think everyone is getting away with murder out there so to speak," the comment states. "I have only once ever seen a state trooper out there, and that was only as close as the parking lot ... If these kids can drive a Ford Taurus back there the troopers sure can drive a super-duty truck or Ford (E)xplorer back there." 

Another unnamed writer said too many out-of-control visitors caused them to end their family's frequent visits to Manmade Lake, a shallow watering hole on the Knik River's south bank not far from the Old Glenn: "I am not against responsible sharing of the area but I do object to feces and toilet paper in the bushes, piloting hovercraft through children swimming in the lake, (four-) wheelers racing around near the children playing on the beach, and extremely loud music." 

Brandon McCutcheon, the state planning project manager, took the better part of a week to get through all the comments but was happy to see so much interest. 

"People are pretty passionate about this area and have differing views on how they think it should be managed, all the way from do nothing to really step up to the plate and take control," McCutcheon said. 

Mark Simpson, a photographer whose family homesteaded along Knik River Road 50 years ago, falls in the latter category. Simpson lives with a front-row seat to weekend zaniness along the easily accessed Knik River flats at the Old Glenn Highway, ground zero for summer weekend parties and errant gunfire. 
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A sign showing various Knik River area trails stands near the Knik River access off the Old Glenn Highway. The sign has been heavily vandalized with gunfire. 
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Simpson recommends grading the road to Mud and Jim lakes, and adding RV sites, picnic tables and canoe launch areas in the cottonwoods at Jim Lake so families can camp there, as well as an RV park at Upper Jim Creek. 

"Criminal activities don't like witnesses," Simpson wrote. 

Next, managers will develop some proposed actions and alternatives, McCutcheon said. Another round of public meetings is tentatively scheduled for mid- to late March. The resources commissioner must sign off on any final plan. 



Reporter Zaz Hollander can be reached at zhollander@adn.com or 352-6711.

