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Overview 
The Mendenhall Glacier Visitor Center (MGVC) is located within the Mendenhall Glacier 

Recreation Area on the Juneau Ranger District, Tongass National Forest, It is located 14 miles 
from downtown Juneau. The recreation area encompasses 5,815 acres and includes parts of Mt. 
McGinnis and Mt. Bullard; the terminus of the Mendenhall Glacier; Mendenhall Lake and River; 
and the surrounding uplands.  

The facilities include parking lots, a bus shelter, an outdoor viewing pavilion, an information 
kiosk, restrooms, sidewalks, wayside exhibitry and a tunnel complex with an elevator entry to 
the visitor center. Nearby trails include Steep Creek, Trail of Time, Photo Point, East Glacier and 
Morraine Ecology.  

Brief History 
The MGVC was the first visitor center constructed by the Forest Service. It opened in 1962. 

The Mendenhall Glacier Recreation Area Management Plan Revision was completed in 1996. 
The center was remodeled in 1997 and 1998, with the addition of a larger entry lobby, a 110-
person a theater, a bookstore, a retail store, an exhibit area, elevators, and staff offices. The on-
site bookstore is managed by Alaska Geographic, a non-profit education/sales association.  

Summer Program  
Since 2001, the complex has experienced an influx of black bears, adding bear viewing 

opportunities for the summer visitor. Generally bears are using the site from May through 
October with peak use around July through August, coinciding with salmon runs.  

The conservation education program which was added in 2003 provides a variety of 
educational opportunities for students throughout the year. A series of week-long, science-based 
summer day camps are offered for 10-13 year-olds. In 2009, the day camp enrolled 100 campers. 
A fee is charged to support day camp operations. Preparation for the summer season includes 
considerable work during the preceeding months, such as recruiting, hiring and training 
activities. During this period, the center adds approximately 13 seasonal staff members and 
expands operational hours.  

To provide for almost 80 hours of service each week, seasonal staff work eight hour days, 
varying from 7:45 a.m. to 7:45 p.m. This allows tour companies to deliver passengers for 11.5 
hours per day. The variable five-day work schedule allows a seven-day-per-week coverage. The 
MCVC also manages the Tongass Marine Highway Interpretive Program. 

Visitor Profile and the Tourism Market 
Having one of the most road accessible glaciers in the world has made the Mendenhall 

Glacier one of the most highly visited areas in the state, as well as the most visited Forest Service 
site in the Alaska Region. Economic downturns resulted in fewer visitors arriving in Juneau in 
2009 than in 2008. Nevertheless, in 2009, the MGVC received 407,936 passengers from cruise 
ships and another estimated 35,000 visits from independent travelers and Juneau residents. 
Although the number of cruise ship passengers dropped, the center actually hosted about 8,000 
more visitors in 2009. This is because of the economic value many cruise ship passengers place 
on touring the MGVC compared to other shore excursions available to them.
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The cruise ship clientele arrive from the U.S., Germany, France, Italy, Spain, India, Turkey, 

Latin America, China, Russia, Japan, Korea, and other countries. Visitors traveling by the Alaska 
Marine Highway ferry system and by commercial airlines contribute to the visitor mix at the 
center. Independent travel numbers will likely remain stable. These visitors often include state 
legislators and staff, community groups and regional conference participants, convention 
attendees, and sport tournament teams/players from around the state. 

 Nature and culture-based tourism is a significant contributor to the private sector economy 
during the summer months with the Mendenhall Glacier a premiere attraction.  

The sheer number of visitors contributes toward high levels of congestion during certains 
times of the summer season. Generally, the challenge in operating the center has not been to 
attract more visitors, but rather to spread the visitors out more evenly during the day and 
throughout the week. 

Public Benefits 
MCVC experiences very high use. Appropriated dollars have diminished over the last decade 

and are insufficient to fund the operation at its present rate of use. Fees have been collected since 
January 1, 1999. This additional revenue allows for: 

• The maintenance and operation of the facility to meet the demands of the high use.  
• An expanded staff and extended open hours during the summer season.  
• Cleaning of the restrooms and other areas of the complex. 
• Functioning exhibits and movie.  
• Staff on hand to help ensure visitor safety and provide interpretive opportunities for 

visitors. 
• The continued winter operation on a reduced schedule. 
• Hosting a variety of community events and activities.  
• A local conservation education program serving the young people of Juneau. 

 

More Information  
Ron Marvin, Juneau Ranger District Recreation Program Manager, 907-789-6637 
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