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Pedes t r i an  movement i n  backcountry s e t t i n g s  
has  increased d ramat i ca l ly  i n  t h e  p a s t  20 yea r s .  
But t h e  r a t e  of inc rease  seems t o  be l e v e l l i n g .  
Some i n d i c a t o r s  of t h i s  t r e n d  include t h e  
publ ishing bus iness ,  t h e  number of equipment 
manufacturers and o u t l e t s ,  t h e  number of back- 
country o u t f i t t e r s ,  and c o n s u l t a t i o n  wi th  en t rep reneurs  

-- - - 

For more than a decade t h e r e  has  been an 
i n c r e a s e  i n  t h e  number of people h ik ing  and 
camping i n  backcountry a reas .  Are t h e r e  
r e a l l y  more people h ik ing  and backpacking o r  
do t h e  same number of people h ike  and camp 
more o f t e n ?  Is t h e  t r e n d  cont inuing upward 
o r  is  it changing? Each yea r  backcountry 
managers record t h e  use  t h a t  t h e s e  a r e a s  
r ece ive .  This  d a t a  is u s e f u l  a s  a guide- 
l i n e  f o r  t h e  next  y e a r ' s  o p e r a t i o n a l  pro- 
cedures ,  budgetary concerns and s t a f f  a s s ign-  
ments. Rarely,  however, does t h e  oppor tun i ty  
a r i s e  f o r  managers t o  compare d a t a  and e s t -  
a b l i s h  long-term t r e n d s  f o r  t h e  use  of a 
l a r g e  r eg iona l  a rea .  Such a comparison could 
provide va luab le  informat ion f o r  backcountry 
managers i n  a n t i c i p a t i n g  t h e i r  f u t u r e  needs. 
This paper addresses  t h e  i s s u e  of t r e n d s  i n  
backcountry use  i n  t h e  n o r t h e a s t ,  i d e n t i f i e s  
some i n d i c a t o r s  of n a t i o n a l  h ik ing  and back- 
packing t r ends ,  and s p e c u l a t e s  on p o s s i b l e  
f u t u r e  pedes t r i an  a c t i v i t i e s .  As was t h e  case  
wi th  most of t h e  o t h e r  papers ,  it was very 
d i f f i c u l t  t o  assemble comparable and meaning- 
f u l  d a t a  on h ik ing  and backpacking t r ends .  

A pub l i c  survey conducted i n  1965 by t h e  

9.9 mil-lion Americans hiked o r  backpacked. A 
s i m i l a r  survey,  done i n  1977 by Opinion Research 
Corp. under c o n t r a c t  t o  t h e  HCRS (BOR's suc- 
c e s s o r )  revealed t h a t  28.1 m i l l i o n  Americans 
backpacked o r  hiked--nearly a t h r e e f o l d  in-  
c rease .  

S imi la r  i n c r e a s e s  a r e  r e f l e c t e d  i n  a c t u a l  
v i s i t o r - u s e  s t a t i s t i c s .  For example, i n  t h e  
White Mountains of New Hampshire, r ecords  of 
v i s i t o r s  t o  backcountry f a c i l i t i e s  a r e  main- 
t a i n e d  by t h e  Appalachian Mountain Club (AMC). 
I n  t h e  19-year per iod from 1960 t o  1978, AMC 
hut use quadrupled, inc reas ing  from approx- 
imately  7,000 v i s i t o r  n i g h t s  t o  approximately 
28,000 v i s i t o r  n i g h t s  per  yea r  (Table 1). I n  
t h a t  pe r iod ,  average hut use  increased by over 
1,000 people pe r  year.  P a r t  of t h i s  i n c r e a s e  
is  due t o  an extended hut season and AMC of f -  
i c i a l s  f e e l  t h a t  t h e  genera l  inc rease  i n  hu t  
use  may have begun t o  p la t eau .  Comparing use  
i n c r e a s e s  f o r  t h e  p a s t  t e n  y e a r s  wi th  use  in -  
c r e a s e s  f o r  t h e  p a s t  four  yea r s  shows t h a t  use  
h a s  increased a t  a much slower r a t e  i n  t h e  p a s t  
f o u r  than t h e  pas t  t en  years .  

Records of s h e l t e r  and t e n t s i t e  use  f o r  t h e  
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of t h i s  a r e a  increased r a p i d l y  compared t o  
o t h e r  nor theas te rn  a r e a s  such a s  Baxter S t a t e  
Park, White Mountains, and Green Mountains. 
However, t h e r e  was a  drop i n  use i n  1974. The 
rap id  inc rease  i n  use dur ing t h e  e a r l y  seven- 
t i e s  may have been due t o  t h e  s t a t e  acquis- 
i t i o n  of t h e  Waterway i n  1966 r e s u l t i n g  i n  
g r e a t e r  p u b l i c i t y .  S t a r t i n g  i n  1973, however, 
t h e  Allagash Advisory Committee suggested t h a t  
p u b l i c i t y  agen t s  not  p u b l i c i z e  t h e  Al lagash,  
t h a t  a  f e e  system be e s t a b l i s h e d  i n  1974 t o  
discourage l a r g e  group use ,  and t h a t  r e s t r i c t -  
i o n s  be imposed t o  l i m i t  p a r t y  s i z e  t o  twelve 
persons  o r  fewer. Th i s  l ed  t o  t h e  l e v e l i n g  
and d e c l i n e  i n  use  dur ing 1973 and 1974. How- 
eve r ,  i n  t h e  next  four  yea r s ,  an upward t r end  
was again  e s t a b l i s h e d .  Despi te  t h i s  r ecen t  
inc rease  measures taken by t h e  Allagash Ad- 
v i s o r y  Committee appear no t  on ly  t o  have in -  
i t i a l l y  decreased v i s i t o r  days,  but a l s o  t o  
have decreased t h e  r a t e  of t h e  fol lowing in -  
c rease .  

Table 1 . --Visitor use  

i c i a l s  f e e l  t h a t  t h i s  t r e n d  may be t h e  r e s u l t  of 
new camping f a c i l i t i e s  t h a t  were added t o  t h e  
Club's t o t a l  s h e l t e r  system. They do not  n o t i c e  
a  drop i n  day use ,  but ag ree  t h a t  t h e  r a t e  of 
increased h i k e r  and backpacker t r a f f i c  has  l e v e l -  
ed considerably .  They observed a  d i s t i n c t  exten- 
s ion  of t h e  h ik ing  season i n t o  t h e  f o l i a g e  
season. 

At t h e  n a t i o n a l  l e v e l ,  t h e  U.S. Fores t  
Se rv ice  has  kept r ecords  of n a t i o n a l  f o r e s t  
r e c r e a t i o n  use  by types  of a c t i v i t i e s .  Th i s  
d a t a  i s  summarized i n  Table 2.  A s  an a c t i v i t y ,  
h ik ing  and mountain climbing h a s  increased 
s t e a d i l y  from 4 t o  11 m i l l i o n  v i s i to r -days  be- 
tween 1966 and 1979. A s  a  por t ion  of t o t a l  
r e c r e a t i o n  use  on a l l  n a t i o n a l  f o r e s t s ,  it 
seems t o  be inc reas ing  i n  popu la r i ty .  I n  1966, 
h ik ing  and mountain climbing was 2.8 percent  of 
t h e  t o t a l  use ;  by 1970, i t  had gone up t o  3.2 
percen t ;  i n  1975, it was 4.5 percen t ;  and by 
1979, i t  was 5.1 percent  of t o t a l  f o r e s t  rec-  
r e a t i o n  use .  

of backcountry a reas .  

Year White Mountains Allagash Waterway Baxter S t a t e  Park Green Mountains 
New Hampshire Maine Maine Vermont 

AMC Huts AMC S h e l t e r s  8-GMC S h e l t e r s  
(JUL & AUG) (JUL h AUG) 

1960 6,927 
1965 13,176 
1966 14,722 4,141 
1967 12,861 4,539 
1968 13,501 3,786 
1969 14,411 4,820 
1970 17,299 5,460 
1971 18,856 6,345 
1972 21,693 8,260 
1973 23,587 11,684 4,726 

8,337 
1974 24,471 8,187 7,477 10,811 5,053 
1975 25,719 7,196 9,477 9,683 5,765 
1976 28,426 6,983 8,619 8,983 6,391 
1977 26,915 7,705 9,278 7,988 5,138 
1978 28,032 7,435 9,734 10,221 5,067 
1979 6,250 8,932 10,082 4,816 

4,449 

A t  Baxter S t a t e  Park i n  Maine, use  de- 
creased d ramat i ca l ly  between 1973 and 1977. 
This  a l s o  was t h e  r e s u l t  of management re-  
s t r i c t i o n s .  Seasonal use decreased a t  a  r a t e  
of approximately 900 people per  year .  How- 
eve r ,  i n  1978 t h e  t r end  changed and i n s t e a d  
of t h e  expected decrease  of 900, use increased 
by 2,233 compared t o  1977. 

I n  Vermont, r ecords  f o r  e i g h t  of t h e  
Green Mountain Club's (GMC) s h e l t e r s  f o r  t h e  
months of J u l y  and August show use  peaking i n  
1975. Then a  downward t r end  began. GMC o f f -  

The on ly  o t h e r  a c t i v i t y  t h a t  has  captured 
t h i s  i n c r e a s i n g l y  l a r g e  sha re  of t h e  t o t a l  
n a t i o n a l  f o r e s t  system r e c r e a t i o n  use market 
is win te r  s p o r t s .  It increased from 3.5 per- 
cent  i n  1966,tt.o 3.8.percent  i n  1970, t o  4.7 
percent  i n  1975, t o  6.6 percent  i n  1979. 
P r o j e c t i o n s  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  snow-based a c t i v i t i e s  
w i l l  cont inue t o  dominate t h e  growth s c e n e  i n  
t h e  1980's, followed c l o s e l y  by water  and then  
land-based a c t i v i t i e s .  

The o v e r a l l  long-term t r e n d s  seem t o  con- 
f i rm t h e  f o l k  wisdom t h a t  h ik ing  and backcountry 



use  have been inc reas ing  over  t h e  p a s t  decade, 
but t h a t  they may be s t a b i l i z i n g .  It is  c l e a r  
t h a t  yea r  t o  year t r e n d s  do no t  show any con- 
s i s t e n c y  from one r e c r e a t i o n  a r e a  t o  ano the r ,  
but t h a t  over t h e  long-term, most a r e a s  have 
experienced t h i s  growth and l eve l ing-o f f .  

The causes  f o r  t h e  l e v e l s  of use  and 
t h e i r  changes over  t ime a r e  not a t  a l l  c l e a r .  
It i s  a complex i n t e r a c t i o n  of a v a i l a b l e  
l e i s u r e  t ime,  money, a c c e s s i b i l i t y ,  faddism 
and more. Each ind iv idua l  p rocesses  t h e s e  
v a r i a b l e s  and makes h i s  dec i s ion  t o  go h ik ing  
o r  no t .  Moreover, t h i s  long-term p a t t e r n  of 
growth and i t s  more r ecen t  leveling-of f does  
not i n  i t s e l f  presage f u t u r e  use l e v e l s .  The 
level ing-off  may cont inue,  d i p  i n t o  a long- 
term downtrend o r  merely mark a h e s i t a t i o n  i n  
longer  term growth. One year does not  make a 
t r end .  Even two o r  t h r e e  yea r s  do no t .  The 
year-to-year changes a r e  a s  l i k e l y  t o  be i n  
one d i r e c t i o n  a s  i n  t h e  o t h e r .  

One of t h e  shops i n  t h i s  marketplace is  t h e  
publ ishing bus iness .  Magazines and books about 
t h i s  sub jec t  can be found i n  almost any book- 
s t o r e .  This  was not  so  a decade o r  two ago. 
Pub l i she r s  such a s  Sc r ibner s ,  Funk and Wagnalls, 
Harper and Row, and many o t h e r s  a r e  answering 
t h e  demand f o r  books on h ik ing  and backpacking. 
P e r i o d i c a l s  such a s  Appalachia B u l l e t i n ,  S i e r r a  
Club B u l l e t i n ,  and Living Wilderness have been 
joined by Backpacker/Wilderness Camping, Mariah, 
New England Outdoors and Nordic Ski ing.  Tote 
books, walk books, and h ike  books d e s c r i b e  
thousands of h i k e s  people can t a k e  i n  j u s t  about 
every s t a t e  i n  t h e  Nation. 

Other shops i n  t h i s  marketplace a r e  t h e  
equipment indus t ry  and o u t f i t t e r s .  Where once 
h ik ing  and backpacking equipment could be  ob- 
t a i n e d  on ly  i n  l a r g e  c i t i e s  o r  through a few 
mail-order houses,  now many hardware s t o r e s  
c a r r y  equipment, many small  towns have a spor t -  
ing goods s t o r e  and t h e  long-es tabl ished mail-  

Table 2.--National f o r e s t  r e c r e a t i o n  use  by a c t i v i t y  
(thousands of v i s i to r -days )  

A c t i v i t y  
Use Percent  Use Percent  

o f  To ta l  of To ta l  

Camping 39,564.5 26.2 54,780.3 24.9 
Recreat ional  t r a v e l  (mechanical) 31,301.1 20.7 49,536.5 22.5 
F i sh ing  14,709.1 9.7 16,776.0 7.6 
Hunting 13,118.6 8.7 15,327.9 6.7 
Recreat ional  r e s idence  use  7,960.5 5 .3  6,651.6 3 .0  

Picnicking 
Winter s p o r t s  
Hiking & mountain climbing 
Organizat ional  camp use  
Boating 

Viewing scenes  & s p o r t s  enter ta inment  3,926.8 2.6 8,321.1 3.8 
Resort use 4,003.5 2.6 4,308.9 1.9 
Swimming & scuba d iv ing  3,076.9 2.0 4,632.3 2.1 
Horseback r i d i n g  2,065.9 1.4 3,166.4 1.4 
V i s i t o r s  informat ion s e r v i c e s  2,058.8 1 .4  4,121.8 1.9 

Gather f o r e s t  products  1,241.7 .8 3,916.1 1.8 
Nature s tudy 796.4 .5 1,210.9 .5 
Waterskiing & o t h e r  water  s p o r t s  641.0 .4 888.0 .4 
Games & team s p o r t s  585.5 .4 832.8 .4 

To ta l  150,728.9 99.6 220,165.6 99.6 

So how does one f i n d  i n d i c a t o r s  of n a t -  o rde r  houses a r e  under seve re  compet i t ion from 
i o n a l  h ik ing  and backpacking t r e n d s ,  accur- hundreds o f  newly-established bus inesses .  Sim- 
a t e l y  a s s e s s  them, and meaningfully i n t e r p r e t  i l a r l y ,  pe rusa l  of any h ik ing  o r  backpacking 
what t h e y  t e l l  us? One way might be  t o  check magazine i n v a r i a b l y  provides  one wi th  numerous 
t h e  marketplace--the p l a c e  t h a t  might p r o f i t  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r  s ign ing  up with  backcountry 
from an  i n c r e a s e  i n  h ik ing  and backcountry and wilderness  o u t f i t t e r s .  A l l  t h e s e  en t re -  
i n t e r e s t .  preneurs  have recognized an expanding market 



and, i n  t h e  American t r a d i t i o n ,  a r e  he re  t o  
s a t i s f y  t h e  demand f o r  t h e s e  goods and se r -  
v i c e s .  

A t h i r d  way t o  conjure  h ik ing  and back- 
packing t r e n d s  i s  t o  consu l t  wi th  a panel  of 
people  " in  t h e  know". I f  nothing more, t h i s  
technique should t e l l  u s  how much agreement 
o r  disagreement t h e r e  is about t h e  f u t u r e .  

James Kern, p res iden t  of t h e  American 
Hiking Socie ty ,  recognizes  t h a t  t h e  bloom is 
of f  t h e  h ik ing  fad ,  t h a t  membership i n  h ik ing  
o rgan iza t ions  i s  not  inc reas ing  a t  t h e  same 
r a t e  i t  was a few yea r s  ago, but t h a t  people 
jo in ing  c lubs  t h e s e  days a r e  probably doing 
s o  after making a more s i n c e r e  a p p r a i s a l  of 
t h e i r  i n t e r e s t  i n  h ik ing  and t h e  ind iv idua l  
c lub.  

William Kemsley, Jr., e d i t o r  of Back- 
packer lwi lde rness  Camping magazine a l s o  s e e s  
on ly  a s l i g h t  y e a r l y  inc rease  in t h e  number 
of h i k e r s  and backpackers.  But he  fo resees  
a d e f i n i t e  inc rease  i n  snowshoeing, s k i  camp- 
i n g  and family  backpacking. As we get  more 
and more i n t o  t h e  1980rs ,  he s e e s  g r e a t e r  in-  
t e r e s t  i n  "group" camping i n  t h e  backcountry 
and use  of l e a n t o s ,  s h e l t e r s ,  and White Moun- 
ta in- type "huts". 

David A. Richie ,  p r o j e c t  manager of t h e  
Appalachian T r a i l  f o r  t h e  NPS, s e e s  an expand- 
ing  r o l e  f o r  vo lun tee r s  i n  p r o t e c t i o n  and man- 
agement of t r a i l s  and an i n c r e a s e  i n  t h e  re- 
s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  of t r a i l  c lubs .  He s e e s  them 
he lp ing  decide where t r a i l s  w i l l  go, what land 
w i l l  be  bought, and monitoring a c t i v i t i e s  of 
v i s i t o r s  and landowners t o  head o f f  c o n f l i c t s .  
H e  a l s o  s e e s  them expanding t h e i r  presence on 
t r a i l s  t o  educate  and in f luence  h i k e r s  and 
backpackers on compatible behavior ,  and t ak ing  
on added maintenance and cons t ruc t ion  work, 
even o f f e r i n g  t o  r ep lace  government crews i n  
n a t i o n a l  parks  and f o r e s t s .  

William E. Rennebohm, t h e  T r a i l s  Coordin- 
a t o r  of t h e  HCRS s e e s  g r e a t e r  use  of urban 
t r a i l s ,  multi-purpose t r a i l s ,  and h e a l t h  o r  
e x e r c i s e  t r a i l s .  H e  a l s o  f e e l s  t h a t  low-cost 
pub l i c  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  t o  d i s t a n t  t r a i l s  is  not  
beyond t h e  realm of p o s s i b i l i t i e s .  

There seems t o  be  genera l  agreement t h a t  
h ik ing  and backcountry use  h a s  experienced a 
short-term shot  i n  t h e  arm, t h a t  t h e  immediate 
e f f e c t s  of t h a t  sho t  a r e  wearing o f f ,  and t h a t  
t h e  growth r a t e  i n  t h i s  a c t i v i t y  w i l l  be much 
l e s s  dramat ic  f o r  t h e  nex t  few years .  I n  sum- 
mary, we see  t h e  American exper ience p a r a l l e l -  
i n g  t h e  European exper ience i n  pedes t r i an  ac t -  
i v i t y .  We s e e  more day h ik ing  and more fam- 
i l i e s  h iking.  W e  s e e  more genera l  awareness 
o f  walking i n  our  l i f e s t y l e ,  even a t r e n d  to -  
ward walking a s  a l e g i t i m a t e  mode of t r a n s -  

p o r t a t i o n  f o r  s h o r t  commutes. We s e e  more of an 
emphasis on development of t h e  50- t o  250-mile 
t r a i l s  r a t h e r  than on t h e  1000-mile and over  
t r a i l s ;  and less emphasis on t r a i l  s t u d i e s  and 
more on-the-ground t r a i l  developments. 

It seems c l e a r  t h a t  management p o l i c i e s  
which a r e  designed t o  manage use ,  do i n  f a c t  
have t h a t  r e s u l t .  For example, t h e  AMC Hut 
System, where i t  h a s  become more and more 
important t o  make a r e s e r v a t i o n  t o  a s s u r e  one- 
s e l f  a bunk, does n o t  e x h i b i t  t h e  dramat ic  
yea r  t o  yea r  s h i f t s  i n  use  t h a t  t h e  AMC she l -  
t e r s  show. Likewise, Baxter Pa rk ' s  p o l i c y  
r e s t r i c t i n g  use  and t h e  Allagash Waterway's 
p o l i c i e s  f o r  d iscouraging overuse. 

Managers and r e c r e a t i o n i s t s ,  f o r  t h e  p a s t  
decade, have had t o  cope with  t h e  problems 
posed by r a p i d  i n c r e a s e s  i n  use .  Th i s  h a s  
forced d i f f i c u l t  d e c i s i o n s ,  sometimes nec- 
e s s a r i l y  made without much da ta .  The prob- 
lem has  been t o  p r o t e c t  t h e  r e source  i n  t h e  
f a c e  of t h i s  increased use .  The oppor tun i ty  
now is  a t  hand t o  review t h e s e  d e c i s i o n s  i n  
t h e  l i g h t  of exper ience without t h e  problem 
of immediate i n c r e a s e s  and t o  t ake  s tock.  
Which p o l i c i e s  have been success fu l ;  which 
l e s s  so?  What op t ions  should be pursued t o  
make t h e  next  decade a success fu l  one f o r  
both  managers and r e c r e a t i o n i s t s ?  


