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The U.S. Forest Service has a history of 
more than 100 years of land and resource 
management on the Chugach National 
Forest. The 5.4-million acre Chugach is 
located 50 miles south of Anchorage, 
Alaska’s most populated city. The forest 
forms a great arc around Prince William 
Sound and the Gulf of Alaska, and 
stretches more than 200 miles from the 
Kenai Peninsula to the Bering Glacier east 
of Cordova. Here, the Gulf of Alaska spins 
potent storms into the coastal areas and 
interior of Alaska. This curving coastline 
connects the narrow Alaska panhandle with the rest of the state and launches the long stretch of the 
Aleutian Islands out to the west. Diverse landscapes of the forest include high altitude icefields, 
rugged mountain peaks, tidewater glaciers, and extensive wetlands. 

This is a richly disturbed land as the earth’s plates collide in a geologic push and shove. On 
March 27, 1964, one of the most powerful earthquakes ever recorded in North America tore through 
the Chugach. The earthquake, measuring magnitude 9.2, uplifted land as much as 20 feet, shook 
buildings to their foundations, and flooded villages with its massive tsunamis. Maps printed before 
1964 show land that may now be under water. Dead trees, killed by encroaching salt water, are still 
visible along Turnagain Arm, sentinel reminders of the fury of the event. The earthquake bore 
witness to the powerful forces still at work creating the vast mountain ranges, ridges and sharp 
peaks of Southcentral Alaska. 

Above 2,000 feet, the alpine tundra is snow-free for only a few months each year. This snow 
contributes to the glacial ice that carves the valleys. Vast ice fields on state, private, and federal 
lands feed the glaciers, creating a profound solitude. This is solitude where people enter by hiking, 
skiing, flying or snowmobiling. As the ice melts, river systems form with amazing deltas that fan 
across the landscape. Frigid fresh water lakes and streams dot the map before reaching sloughs and 
estuaries, then salt water. 

Famous glaciers like Portage, Childs and Columbia grind their way through the Chugach to the 
sea. Portage Glacier is one of the top tourist draws in the state. Each year, people drive the 55 miles 
from Anchorage to learn about the glacier at the Begich, Boggs Visitor Center and to enjoy the 
iceberg-filled lake that has formed as the glacier retreats. 

The Chugach National Forest is the second largest in the National Forest system and has three 
distinct geographic areas: 

• Prince William Sound encompasses 48% of the Forest. It is an area of forested islands, 
intricate coastlines, and tidewater glaciers, with portions still recovering from the Exxon Valdez 
Oil Spill of 1989. Lands in the western portion were designated as the Nellie Juan-College Fiord 
Wilderness Study Area in the Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation Act or 1980 
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(ANILCA). On the edges of Prince William Sound, abundant rain and snow nurture a hushed 
forest of spongy moss, western hemlock, and straight-growing Sitka spruce. The communities of 
Whittier and Valdez serve as gateways to Prince William Sound on the west and north sides, 
respectively. These towns depend on tourism, marine recreation, and commercial fishing. 

• The Copper River Delta encompasses 31% of the Forest. Congress established the primary 
management direction for the delta as the conservation of fish and wildlife and their habitat 
(ANILCA). The delta area is renowned for vast wetland habitats, mountains, and glaciers. The 
diverse lands and waters provide habitat for many types of birds, including songbirds, 
shorebirds and birds of prey. The enormous wetlands near Cordova serve as nesting, staging and 
feeding habitat for more than 20 million birds each year. In summer, these wetlands support one 
quarter of the world's population of trumpeter swans and dusky Canada geese. Visitors come in 
the spring to attend shorebird festivals. 

• The Kenai Peninsula encompasses 21% of the Chugach National Forest. Its lands, mountains, 
and rivers are the most accessible of the three areas. Of the three geographic areas, the Kenai 
has the most recreational activity, wood harvesting, and mineral activity. The Kenai has 
vegetation similar to interior Alaska, but also supports thousands of acres of birch, aspen, white 
spruce and black spruce. This forest has been under attack in recent years from infestations of 
spruce bark beetle. The beetle has killed hundreds of thousands of acres of trees on state, private 
and federal lands. 

Habitat conservation and world-class recreation and 
tourism opportunities represent the greatest potential for 
future management of the Chugach National Forest.  

Fish and marine mammals like humpback whales, sea 
lions and otters swim through the waters and take 
advantage of the unique environment. Mountain goats and 
Dall sheep cling to steep hillsides. Moose ramble their way 
through the Copper River Delta, while a herd of caribou 
roams the Kenai Peninsula. Sitka black-tailed deer 
populate islands in Prince William Sound. Black and 
grizzly (brown) bears inhabit most of the Chugach, 
foraging from the tundra slopes to the intertidal zones.  

Management is important to many rural residents who 
live a subsistence lifestyle, just as Alaska Natives have for 
centuries. Alaska Natives continue traditions extending 
thousands of years into the past. 
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Mona Spargo, Chugach National Forest, (907) 743-9572. 
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