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The image on the shirt of the fellow in front of me as I made my way off the ferry in Haines Alaska, depicted a wide-eyed, terror stricken mountain goat dashing toward me, followed closely by an army of sneering helicopters hot on its tail. On the front of the shirt the Lynn Canal Conservation group claimed responsibility for this slightly humorous propaganda. This was my first indication that all was not well in Haines. I would later learn that the image is referring to a conflict among the residents of Haines over the recent introduction of commercial heli-skiing. Fortunately the comical T-shirts exist, otherwise it would be impossible to tell who’s on which side among the Patagonia-styled, goggle-tanned, young at heart ski enthusiasts of Haines. They congregate in the same coffee shops, type on the same computers in the library and water at the same holes at night. Yet among these backcountry skiers and boarders a very real disagreement exists over the use of helicopters to access the creamy white peaks in their backyards.

The town of Haines backs up to a vast series of national parks and preserves including Glacier Bay and Wrangell St Elias National Park, Canada's Kluane National Park and Tatshenshini-Alsek Provincial Park. Looking out across the endless peaks and glaciers one gets the impression that surely there’s plenty of room for every creature and critter to roam, but accusations of heli-skiing operators buzzing touring groups, causing emotional trauma to the resident wildlife, disturbing the peace and generally ruining the backcountry experience arise all over what some of us would consider the most sublime of recreational activities. Last spring the local debate over heli-skiing climaxed with the announcement that the Red Bull Extreme ski competition was considering using Haines as a venue. This event would have generated mass publicity and brought hundreds of participants to town thereby sealing Haines’ fate as a heli-ski destination.  A vocal opposition (not necessarily a majority of the population) convinced the contest promoters to pull out. The drama surrounding the impending arrival of the contest series brought the question of “Does commercial heli-skiing belong in Haines?” to the forefront of community debate, where it has stayed ever since.  Sunny Sundberg, co-owner of both “ Out of Bounds” and “Southeast Alaska Backcountry Adventures” heli-operations, and Eric Holle the president of the local Lynn Canal Conservation group have been among a few residents who are willing to publicly voice their opinions on the issue.

Holle explained that the opposition to commercial heli-skiing centers around noise pollution, crowds, the effects on the wildlife, and the fear that if the operations aren’t controlled Haines will turn into another sprawling heli-ski center. Residents have also expressed fear that heli-skiing will lead to a variety of other year round helicopter-accessed activities such as heli-hiking and heli-fishing. Currently, the State and National Forest lands surrounding Haines have no action plans or controls to guarantee that there will not be unrestrained growth. Heli-skiing is currently considered a self-controlled industry. The heli-ski companies are required to operate with Federal Bureau of Land Management recreational land use permits and Forest service permits for commercial helicopter flights.  Sundberg contends “his business is interested in providing a high-quality heli-skiing experience, which necessitates that they not expand their operations too large because the quality of the experience for the client would be compromised”. Holle finds no comfort in the quality argument; “there’s the threat of a large corporate buyout of these heli-skiing companies down the road which could result in a business that seeks profit over quality. It happens all the time.”  

 The resulting question of what to do about heli-skiing has been hemmed and hawed over at the local Tourism Planning Committee meetings. Sundberg has been willing to hear the concerns of fellow community members and seek a compromise. Sundberg said, “The compromise would be over anything from the number of landings and where they occur to limiting the number and dates of when certain heliports in the Haines borough could be used”. Holle doesn’t believe that there should be any heli-skiing in Haines. “There’s heli-skiing in Juneau to the South and Skagway to the North. No heli-skiing in Haines in the middle would be a compromise!” Holle stated that their biggest concern is for the wildlife. He referred to studies carried out by the BLM monitoring goat populations for the last seven years and the results, which found that during the two months that the helicopters are flying skiers, the goats are in their third trimester of pregnancy. “If you see a goat from the helicopter, it’s too late, it’s already been stressed. They do not habituate to helicopters over time either.”  He wants more wildlife studies to be done but feels that “the burden of proof should be on the applicants rather than us”.  The heli-ski operators claim to do their part to protect the wildlife. They have worked with the BLM counting wildlife for later analysis and deliberately avoid landing near wildlife, besides Sundberg joked “When we are out looking for places to ski and land, we’re looking for North facing, steep, deep powder fields. That is not a place that a goat hangs out on”. 

Holle went on to delve into the issue of serenity and relayed his dismay at the experience of being out in the middle of nowhere, when a helicopter swoops out of the sky and drops a ship full of snowboarders and skiers on the slopes. “A lot of people think of Alaska as the last great wilderness and when this happens, it changes that.”

Holle believes that the voice of the people has been expressed in a 1996 non-binding advisory ballot organized by the Lynn Canal Conservation group, which was voted on by Haines borough residents 452-356 against regularly scheduled helicopter tours in the Haines area. Sundberg believes that “the vote was really concerned with commercial cruise ship tours, we are not that”.  He says that his business “is trying to bring a low number, high quality tour into the valley during a shoulder season”.  Sundberg maintains that his business benefits the slumping spring economy by bringing clients in local hotels and restaurants. 

The outcome of the Tourism planning committee past summer is still not clear. The planning board currently is grappling with the question of who has the regulation authority and how is it going to be possible to enforce any proposed drafted guidelines. Since it is mainly state lands, should jurisdiction be under the state or can the Haines borough draft their own guidelines? According to Sundberg, “What is apparent now is that as a community we are still some distance from having an effective management tool for the heli industry, and the Tourism planning Committee just happens to be the local forum to which concern citizens can speak too”.  Sundberg is confident that residents are willing to accept the presence of heli-skiing in Haines. He explained that through an agreement that limits the number of heli-operators to a maximum of two and establishes flight corridors and no fly zones in a seven mile periphery of town, they are hoping that they have found a solution which aims to shield residents and wildlife from the negative effects of helicopters. This would be similar to the restrictions that 

the Wasatch Powderbird heli-ski operation in Salt Lake City currently abides by. Recently, upon renewing their National Forest operating permit, limits were included which define the operating season, limit the number of passengers per day, designate the terrain that they may operate in and allows for two heli-free days per week. 

The small town of Haines has found itself in the middle of a fight that is erupting all over as a result of growth in remote areas and multiple uses of public lands. The dispute over helicopters in Haines echoes the battle over snowmobiles in Yellowstone, ATV’s on forest trails and jet skis on the lakes and rivers. We are reminded that somehow we are going to need to find a way to manage our public lands and plan for the disputes as diverse user groups grow and continue stepping on each other’s (and in this case, the goats) toes. 
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