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Prince William Sound Marine Trail  
Concept Paper 

 
The Prince William Sound Marine Trail—a 300-mile water trail connecting the remote communities of 
Alaska’s Prince William Sound and offering the marine traveler a unique opportunity to enjoy the 
magnificent coastline and diverse wildlife of one of the world’s most biologically rich ecosystems.        
 
Prince William Sound 

Prince William Sound is one of the world’s richest marine and coastal ecosystems.  Its protected 
waters provide habitat for a spectacular array of fish and wildlife including five species of Pacific 
salmon.  Over half of Alaska’s 500 bird species spend a portion of their lives in the Sound’s 
temperate rainforests, streams, and coastal mudflats.  While Prince William Sound is renowned for 
its spectacular scenery and wilderness character, it is also home to the residents of Chenega, 
Cordova, Tatitlek, Valdez, and Whittier.   

 
Recreation and Tourism in the Sound 

Many people believe that tourism has become the world’s largest industry.  The Alaska Department 
of Commerce, Community and Economic Development reports that tourism has become the state’s 
third-largest private sector employer.  Visitation in Prince William Sound has more than doubled 
since the state opened the Whittier Tunnel to automobile traffic in 2000 and officials predict it will 
continue increasing in coming years.  At the same time, traditional industries such as timber and 
mining have declined in the region.     
 
With the possible exception of global warming, tourism presents the greatest threat and greatest 
opportunity in Prince William Sound.  The challenge is to proactively manage tourism so that we capture its 
local benefits while protecting our environment, culture, and quality of life.  In many parts of Alaska, the growth 
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in tourism is attributable solely to the expansion of the cruise ship industry.  The goal of the Prince 
William Sound Marine Trail is to attract more small groups and independent travelers—the kind of 
visitors who spend the most money locally with the fewest impacts—and create a significant niche 
for smaller, locally-owned tourism businesses that have a real investment in Prince William Sound 
communities.   
 
Prince William Sound Marine Trail 

The Prince William Sound Marine Trail is a collaborative effort to address the inevitable growth of 
tourism.  It seeks to develop an infrastructure for sustainable forms of tourism and attract visitors 
who will appreciate and respect the fragile wilderness character of the Sound.  The trail will wind 
along the Sound’s coastline and connect the communities of Whittier, Valdez, and Cordova with a 
spur trail leading to the Chenega area.  The trail will link a series of campsites, cabins, and day use 
areas and be used by individuals and small groups in kayaks, sail boats, motorboats, and other small 
watercraft.  Facilities will be located on both public and private lands and include various levels of 
development.   
 
In other parts of the country that have shifted from traditional natural resource-based economies to 
tourism, regional trails have been effective ways of promoting the type of tourism that is most 
compatible with local communities and fragile environments.  Well known examples include the 
Maine Island Trail, Cascadia Marine Trail, BC Marine Trail, and SeaTrails in southeast Alaska.  Of 
course, none of these other trails would rival the Prince William Sound Marine Trail in terms of 
scenery and wilderness character! 
 
Benefits of a Prince William Sound Marine Trail 

The marine trail would serve the region and local communities in a number of important ways.  In 
particular, a world-class marine trail would be a tremendous tool for boosting the local economy and 
marketing Prince William Sound to small groups and independent travelers.  If we assume that 
tourism pressure will continue to grow in coming decades, these are the people we want to attract.   
 
A marine trail is also a great way of managing and educating tourists who visit the region.  The 
Prince William Sound Marine Trail project is a proactive effort to manage recreation use in the 
Sound by directing use away from culturally and environmentally sensitive sites to areas that can 
sustain the use.  People tend to stay on trails, so they are effective tools for concentrating visitors in 
areas that are well suited for recreation while routing them around cultural, subsistence, and other 
sensitive sites.  At the same time, trail guides and other supporting materials can educate people 
about Leave No Trace practices, natural history, and safe recreation.  The project will guide 
recreation use in Prince William Sound for the next 20 years.       
 
What’s Happening Now        

A memorandum of understanding (MOU) has been signed by Alaska State Parks, Chugach National 
Forest, National Park Service, National Wildlife Federation, and Prince William Sound Economic 
Development District.  The MOU sets out a cooperative framework for developing the marine trail.  
In addition, a steering committee representing many of the Sound’s major stakeholders has been 
created.   
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Public meetings will be held this spring in all five Prince William Sound communities plus 
Anchorage.  At the meetings, we will solicit input on local tourism plans, trail route, site locations, 
sensitive areas, and other topics.  This input, along with environmental and cultural reviews, will be 
considered by Alaska State Parks and other major land managers before deciding whether to 
proceed with marine trail development.   
 
We invite anyone who is interested to get involved by attending the public meetings, working with 
the steering committee, or receiving email updates.  For more information, please contact Tony 
Turrini at turrini@nwf.org or call 907 339-3911.               


