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Yukon Kuskokwim Delta Tourism 
Development Initiative Overview 

 

This summary outlines many of the tourism planning and development efforts 
underway in Yukon Kuskokwim Delta (YK Delta). It also presents recommendations 
and next-step actions designed to support the growth of a locally-led Yukon 
Kuskokwim Delta Tourism Development Initiative. The Initiative presents 
opportunities for compatible, sustainable, and profitable economic development 
options for the many communities in the YK Delta region. This summary is 
supported by a draft Letter of Agreement that establishes a Yukon Kuskokwim Delta 
Collaborative Partnership. 

The summary is a result of a collaborative effort by many regional and local YK Delta 
entities and individuals (see Resource section). These organizations include but are 
not limited to The University of Alaska, the Association of Village Council Presidents, 
the Yukon Delta Fisheries Development Association, the City of Bethel, and the 
communities of Chevak, Scammon Bay, and Quinhagak, among others.  

The Alaska Department of Commerce Office of Economic Development (OED) has 
provided coordination and technical services, with funding and support from the 
United States Economic Development Administration as part of the Developing 
Alaska Rural Tourism (DART) Project.  
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INTRODUCTION  

Opportunities  

The vast and pristine landscape of the YK Delta is home to large numbers of unique 
and highly valued wildlife, especially bird varieties. It has one of the largest 
aggregates of water birds in the world and serves as a breeding habitat for hundreds 
of other varieties. Over the past fifteen years there has been a growing interest from 
national and international birders, sports fisherman, and other niche eco-tourists 
wanting to raft or trek to view flora and fauna.  

Interest in birding and sports fishing has significantly increased over the past ten 
years and they both offer an immediate opportunity for real success. Bethel has 
developed a steady stream of visitors and business travelers, who, with targeted 
improvements in Bethel, could be encouraged to stay over and explore the area or 
bring a friend or family member along. Other sub-regional hubs for villages in the 
region, such as St. Marys, have also experienced increased business and tourist 
travelers.  

The YK Delta National Wildlife Refuge is the largest in the United States. Added to 
that attraction are the Yup’ik people and their deep and rich cultural heritage that 
includes the arts (both traditional and modern), dancing, drumming, and modern 
music, and the fairly well-known natural products from local wildlife, including 
reindeer, muskox’s quiviut yarn, basketry, as well as the beautiful traditional kuspuks 
(Native dress or coat). The power of the culture, art, and village way of life leaves 
visitors with a profound and memorable experience.  

With this mix of strengths, the villages that choose to expand the number of travelers 
and tourists into their community have real opportunities to enjoy the economic 
benefits that those visitors can bring.  

Challenges 

There are challenges for the YK Delta communities that choose to capture the 
benefits of travelers and visitors to the region. 

• Much of the current YK Delta ecotourism business is run by Anchorage 
entrepreneurs and “out of state” tourism interests.  

• Not all villagers and villages in the YK Delta want to participate in an effort that 
will bring strangers into their community. Consequently, to be successful, it is 
essential to clearly establish which villages want to welcome a tourism 
development initiative. 
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• For the region and its villages to capture the economic benefits of YK Delta 
tourism, it is essential that there be a collaborative regional and village 
development strategy.  

• Villages lack the support and resources to establish viable local infrastructure to 
support visitors on their own. 

• There is a need for small business development that will support guiding, 
lodging, and other small business opportunities associated with meeting tourist 
needs and interests.  

• Business challenges at the community and village level include costs of 
operation/transportation, lack of insurance, a general lack of tourism 
infrastructure, and cumbersome government policies. 

• Land access and “permissions” to travel or operate on Native lands need to be 
addressed. 

A Broad Effort is Underway to Build YK Delta Tourism  

Currently there are many communities as well as local, regional, and State agencies 
committing resources and efforts to support tourism in the YK region. They include, 
but are not limited to:  

• The City of Bethel VISTA Project;  

• The Alaska Department of Commerce, Office of Economic Development (OED)’s 
Developing Alaska Rural Tourism (DART) program;  

• Lower Kuskokwim Economic Development Council;  

• UAF Marine Advisory Program and UAF Kuskokwim Campus;  

• Alaska Department of Fish and Game- Watchable Wildlife Program; 

• Yukon Delta Fisheries Development Association;  

• Association of Village Council Presidents;  

• The communities of Quinhagak, Mekoryuk, Chevak, Scammon Bay, and St. 
Mary’s; 

• The Alaska Native Cultural Center (ANHC);  

• The Alaska Bed & Breakfast Association;  

• Cook Inlet Tribal Council; and the 

• Yuut Elitnaurviat People’s Learning Center. 
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YK DELTA TOURISM DEVELOPMENT 
ACTIONS 
Following is a review of current resources and efforts. It includes summaries of 
several of the efforts as well as outcomes and lessons learned. 

Regional and Sub-Regional Efforts 

 

1. City of Bethel VISTA Project: City of Bethel VISTA Volunteer Sara Scott 
worked on these and other tourism projects in 2006: 

• Taught Alaska Host training in Bethel, which included basic customer 
service training for the visitor industry, primarily to restaurant and hotel 
employees. 

• She conducted a survey of Bethel businesses related to tourism 
development, and put together a business directory and a “Things to Do in 
Bethel” guide. 

• Organized the Bethel Visitor Industry Panel with monthly meetings to work 
cooperatively on Bethel tour packages. 

• Held a Business Plan Writing Workshop with 10 participants from Bethel, 
Kotlik, and Chevak. 

• Put together a Tourism Booth for the 2006 Bethel School District Career 
Fair in 2006. 

Beginning in 2007, the UAF Marine Advisory program will host a VISTA 
position that will provide support for the tourism initiative. The VISTA will 
operate from the UAF Kuskokwim Campus for the next three years. 

 

2. UAF Alaska SEA Grant Marine Advisory Program 

Terry Reeve, UA Marine Advisor for the Bethel area has taken over the 
VISTA tourism project from the City of Bethel. UAF Kuskokwim Campus will 
host the VISTA position for the next three years. The new VISTA will serve as 
the central point of contact and coordination for the Yukon Kuskokwim Delta 
Tourism Development Initiative. 
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3. Lower Kuskokwim Economic Development Council and Calista 

Carl Berger, E.D. provided: 

• Leadership for DART assistance, including partnerships with the YK Delta 
Wildlife Refuge and local villages. 

• With OED, conducted a regional tourism workshop in August 2005. 

• Working with the Bethel Chamber of Commerce on local participation in 
the Alaska Travel Industry Association meetings – aimed at marketing the 
region. 

 

4. Birding Assessment Tour, June 2006 

This event was coordinated by Karla Hart of the ADFG Watchable Wildlife 
Program, with help from UAF Marine Advisory Program (MAP), City of Bethel, 
OED, and the US Fish and Wildlife Service, and by the participating 
communities, including Bethel, Quinhagak, St. Mary’s, Chevak, and 
Scammon Bay. A team of Alaska birders, augmented by nationally-known 
birding specialists, visited Bethel and the other villages to help in the 
assessment of avian resources with tourism potential. Following is a brief 
overview of the Tour’s outcomes and findings: 

• Quinhagak and Scammon Bay―The village corporations and tribal 
council did extensive outreach; the welcome was widespread and almost 
overwhelming to the visitors. Birds identified here appear to make these 
communities good targets for ongoing efforts in birding tourism. Housing 
and guiding options will need to be developed. 

• Chevak―A local guide led the tour; there was not a universal 
understanding of the visitors’ purpose within the village, but a broad 
feeling of welcome was extended to these strangers with binoculars, 
cameras, and layers of gear. Chevak also provided good birding and is a 
good target for future birding tourism. In Chevak, a family provided 
lodging, though more capacity will need to be developed. 

• St. Mary’s―Visitors had excellent accommodations, but for the most part 
they remained separate from the villagers. At the store and in the boat 
tours the interactions were positive and felt welcoming. Visitors were 
disappointed to miss the anticipated bristle-thighed curlew. Later sightings 
kept hopes high that this location might yet prove a good target. 

• Bethel―The visits included a boat tour led by a local professional, 
experienced guide and yielded a surprisingly high number of bird species. 
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This came on top of plentiful lodging, food, and infrastructure. Bethel rated 
high among the various village birding tours, with its combination of 
available bird species and traveler amenities. 

• General observations―Local birding “guides”, who are also experienced 
subsistence bird hunters, demonstrated sharp eyes and extensive local 
knowledge of land and birds. The region’s air transportation is well 
established and adequate, and many options exist for tourism packaging. 
Good boats are available in all sites and the local stores proved adequate 
in providing the necessities or snacks. Business and training opportunities 
for guides is critical. 

• Areas that need attention 

Safety―Lifejackets, safety kits/procedures, and emergency 
communication. 

Visitor Services―Additional professional visitor service training and 
standards as well as visitor needs lists should be sent in advance of travel. 

Transportation―Providers such as those with “6-Pack” licensed 

Guiding―Guides will need to learn Western bird knowledge including bird 
names, ways to use and set up scopes and other tools, and interpret 
visitors’ language and behavior. 

Permitting and Local Control―With much of the land around villages 
under village control, there are great opportunities for local control. 
Regional planning, however, will require coordination by AVCP or another 
regional leader. 

• Success Breeds Success―Following the successes of the 2006 Birding 
Assessment Tour, several of the communities are planning to stage 
similar tours for birding guides in Summer, 2007. So far Chevak, 
Scammon Bay, and Bethel are mobilizing to offer these “pioneer” tours. In 
addition to this, Craig Wiest, an Anchorage based birding expert who 
participated in the 2006 birding assessment tours, is working with Terry 
Reeve at the MAP to plan further exploratory birding tours on the Y/K 
Delta in Summer, 2007, along with several other Alaskan based birding 
guides. 
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5. UAF Kuskokwim Campus Biology Camp & Tourism Venture 

Nash Harbor, Nunivak Island – NIMA Corporation: A successful partnership of 
the University of Alaska Rural and Community Development Department 
combined high school math and science program with outdoor skills and 
training in tourism development. In 2005 and 2006, a small cruise ship from 
Cruise West made several stops at Nash Harbor during the camp. Students 
at the camp served as guides. Passengers came ashore to see dances, buy 
artwork, kayak, and take bird and wildlife tours. 

 

6. UAF Marine Advisory Program & Kuskokwim Campus 

Terry Reeve, UAF Marine Advisory Program, and Reyne Athanas, UAF 
Kuskokwim Campus have organized three-part in-depth workshops during 
their spring semester for the past two years, and will continue offering the 
workshops in 2007, 2008, and 2009, with funding support from HUD. The 
workshops include sessions out in designated villages (this year those are 
Chevak, Mt. Village, and Aniak) in January, with two weeklong training 
sessions in Bethel in both February and March. The heart of the workshop 
runs participants through the process of writing a business plan. This year the 
emphasis is on tourism, so there are additional classes in website 
development, “starting and operating a bed and breakfast”, and Alaska Host - 
customer service for the visitor industry. 6-Pack license training for charter 
boat operators is also being offered this year.  

 

7. Tourism Analysis 

2004 The Yukon Delta Fisheries Development Association commissioned a 
survey by the McDowell Group, a market assessment of Yukon Delta Tourism 
opportunities (copies available). 

 

8. Alaska Marketplace Award Recipient Ulric Ulroan, Ecotourism in Chevak 

Ulric Ulroan was awarded a grant for business startup for “Chevak Bird and 
Culture Tours” in 2006. 
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9. The Yuut Elitnaurviat People’s learning Center 

Workforce training consortium that partners with all of YK Delta’s educational 
resources to provide the workforce with the areas it will need to focus on for 
the future. 

 

Work at the Village Level 

Some villages are better positioned, or more interested than others in building tourist 
opportunities within their communities. Following are examples of the actions and 
efforts of village tourism development in the YK Delta in 2005 and 2006:  

1. The communities of Scammon Bay, Chevak, Quinhagak, Mekoryuk, St. 
Marys, and Mountain Village offer good opportunities for the expansion of a 
local tourism industry. They have each done some training and planning and 
have had successful small projects. All but Mekoryuk and Nunivak Island 
participated in the Birding Assessment Tour in August 2006.  

2. The communities of Akiak, Goodnews Bay, Hooper Bay, Marshall, 
Emmonak, Kotlik, and Toksook Bay have attended some training and 
shown interest in tourist-related types of development. 

Regional and local efforts provide a pathway to develop YK Delta Ecotourism. They 
also present a glimpse of a sustainable source of income that could offer great 
economic development opportunities within the context of the existing YK Delta 
subsistence and cultural framework. Carefully done, a good tourist and visitor 
industry that is well defined and locally planned and owned, could bring new 
resources to the region and still have few major negative consequences for the land 
or its people.  

Next Step Action: Collaborative Leadership and a Yukon Kuskokwim Delta 
Tourism Development Initiative  

A collaborative leadership group is extremely important to building a much-needed 
YK Delta tourism framework. The collaborative leadership group is essential to 
guiding and supporting an effective regional tourism development effort. Working 
together the region has the capacity to capture the opportunities as they arise and to 
identify regional strategies that will support a village, multi-village, and regional 
strategies.  

1. Regional Collaborative Leadership Group 

To build a useful partnership that effectively captures and grows the YK 
tourism opportunities, the basic structure of the partnership agreement must 
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be simple and focused. Its primary intent is to build on the recognition that 
working together is the best way of capturing the opportunities for the region 
as a whole. Since October, 2006, several key regional stakeholders (below) 
have participated in teleconferenced meetings to discuss ways in which their 
leadership can help build and sustain a tourism development strategy. 

Following are key elements around which the Regional Collaborative 
Leadership Group’s letter of agreement can be drafted. Together the region 
and villages will:  

• Leverage regional and village resources to build a sustainable locally-led 
YK tourism industry.  

• Support village tourism-related training and infrastructure development. 

• Respectfully work to include and collaborate with local, sub regional and 
regional leadership structures. 

• Effectively communicate - Hold regular (monthly) project team meetings. 

• Work together to lobby for local and regional resources to support tourism 
development. 

• Develop a regional tourism marketing strategy that promotes the region 
and its villages. 

• Work efficiently in a coordinated way using a common plan and strategies 
that promote YK Delta tourism. 

2. Terms Of Engagement 

The YK Delta is a big region with diverse perspectives. It is recognized that 
an effective, good, collaborative agreement must be done with care and a 
sense of open invitation. It is also important to create the agreement around 
specific terms of engagement that respond to village and regional concerns 
and boundaries. Following are draft terms of engagement that have been 
identified for the Yukon Kuskokwim Delta Tourism Development Initiative 
Regional Collaborative Leadership Group: 

• Recognition of sub-regional similarities and differences 

• Recognition of each village’s right to choose whether or not they want to 
invite visitors into their village 

• Recognition and support of existing village tourism development efforts 

• Education of the visitors to YK subsistence values, traditions, and needs  

• Some actions are best done at the village and sub-regional levels; others 
will work best with regional support.  
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• The YK region has many of the resources and entities it can leverage 
towards developing the YK leadership tourism initiative 

• Local control and benefits of a YK tourist industry  

• Encourage and support villages that are interested and/or that have begun 
tourism efforts. 

 

3. Yukon Kuskokwim Delta Tourism Development Initiative Plan  

There is a need for a solid, regional-wide, master plan for YK tourism 
development. To be effective, the plan should be driven by YK Delta 
leadership entities and villages that hope to engage in tourism. However, it is 
important to start with key, doable projects. The process must include careful 
and cautious planning, modest- sized start-up projects, and solid regional 
support with local and regional follow-through. These elements will afford the 
highest levels of long-term success at building a viable, sustainable, locally-
controlled YK Delta economy. Some elements the YK Delta Tourism 
Development Initiative Plan should address are aimed at building a Long-
Term Sustainable Strategy:  

• Regional marketing strategy; 

• Coordination and packaging; 

- What are the attractions and opportunities that each village is 
interested in going after?  

- How do they fit together among different villages? 

- Educate visitors about the area - brochure, website  

- Trainings - regional priorities, regional calendar; 

• Business plans and funding tourist-related businesses – business 
assistance; 

• Other elements needed for success; 

• Community tourism development template. 
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4. Support Current Opportunities  

As the plan is being developed, use a collaborative leadership structure to 
support current opportunities and initiatives in coordination with the planning 
efforts. The Tourism VISTA member at the UAF Kuskokwim Campus will 
serve as the coordinator for the next three years. Following are examples:  

• Hold Bethel/YK Delta pride-building events and outreach efforts to the 
villages to help them become aware of the potential for this kind of low-
impact development that can help them maintain their traditional way of 
life, as well as provide additional cash revenue; 

• Birders have been invited back to help provide input into where the 
viewing opportunities are best available; 

• Villages can be supported in their local efforts to meet next summer’s 
visitors; 

• Villages can be surveyed to see if they want to participate; 

• Continue development work in small birding activities, building 
partnerships with ANHC and others who can coordinate economies-of-
scale tours from Anchorage, and who can do market research on business 
travelers to identify likely visit extenders; 

• Continue local awareness efforts in Bethel and the villages, and create 
local plans for community development of cultural and natural resources; 

• Continue funding for technical assistance and training programs (State 
OED, UAF Marine Advisory Program, ADFG, for example); 

• Develop effective communication network that ensures that villages know 
about training and tourism development opportunities; 

 

5. Foster and coordinate the projects programs now underway  

• Assessments and Village outreach (in conjunction with AVCP community 
outreach); find out more about what planning villages have done, and 
which villages are interested in planning for tourism; 

• Village trainings and workshops, such as the UAF KuC/HUD workshops; 

• Local infrastructure improvements and planning; 

• Support village partnerships and collaboration; 

• Other. 
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6. Funding and resources for the YK Tourism Development Initiative  

Group agrees that going after three or four projects for funding would be a 
good idea. Here are some of the potential resources:  

• USDA– planning and infrastructure; 

• Denali Commission– planning, marketing and infrastructure; 

• Economic Development Administration- Planning and Infrastructure; 

• Alaska Department of Commerce – continued technical support; 

• AVCP- Training; 

• Rasmuson Foundation;  

• State Department of Labor-Workforce Development; 

• UA Marine Advisory Program- Training and Technical Support;  
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Regional Collaborative Leadership Group 

Participants 

Myron Naneng     
Association of Village Council Presidents 
PO Box 219 
Bethel, Alaska 99559 
543 7300 Administration - (907)543-7304 
Toll Free: 800-478-3521 
Mnaneng@avcp.org 
 
Bill Alstrom Chairman Nerkliknute Native 
Corporation 
PO Box 87 
St Mary’s 99658 
(907)438-2332 
nnc@gci.net 
 
Wally Baird  
Bethel City Manager 
543 2297 
wbaird@cityofbethel.net 
 
Deborah Vo  
Community Specialist 
Yukon Delta Fisheries Development Association 
(907) 644-0326 
 dvo@ydfda.org 
 
Ulric Ulroan, City Council Chevak 
PO Box 325 
Chevak 99563 
907-858-7578 
kash44ulroan@yahoo.com 
 
James Akerelrea, City of Scammon Bay 
PO Box 90 
Scammon Bay, AK 99662 
907-558-5626 
E-mail: akeem258@msn.com 
 
Terry Reeve, UA Marine Advisory Program 
P.O. Box 1649 
Bethel, AK 99559 
 907-543-4560 (work) 
907-543-5197 (home) 
 

Lamont Albertson 
Yuut Elitnaurviuat Training Center 
PO Box 1347 #913 
Bethel AK 99559 
(907)543-6982 
lamont_albertson@ykhc.org 
 
Odin Brudie, Office of Economic 
Development 
AK Dept. of Commerce, Community and 
Economic Development 
PO Box 110804 
Juneau AK 99811 
(907)465-5466 

Additional Regional 
Stakeholders 

Coastal Villages Region Fund 
711 "H" Street, Suite 200 
Anchorage, Alaska 99501 
(907)278-5151 
Ted Wittenberger, Special Projects 
ted_w@coastalvillages.org 
 
Matthew Nicolai, President & CEO 
Calista Corporation 
301 Calista Court, Suite A  
Anchorage, Alaska 99518-3028 
279-5516 
calista@calistacorp.com 
 
UAF Kuskokwim Campus 
201 Akiak Drive 
PO Box 368 
Bethel, AK 99559 
Mary Pete, Director 
(800) 478-5822  
 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
Yukon Delta National Wildlife Refuge 
Box 346 
Bethel AK  99559 
Brian McAferee 
(907)543-3151 


