
Executive 
Director’s Column

by Aaron Megquier

 Governor Baxter’s ethic of Forever 
Wild is apparent throughout the 2013 
State of the Park Address, delivered 
by Park Director Jensen Bissell at the 
Friends of Baxter State Park Annual 
Meeting on April 27, 2013.
 I am struck by how well this Ad-
dress articulates the balancing act 
that Park staff must continually per-
form. We all know that wilderness 
comes first and people come second 
in Baxter State Park. Countless daily 
decisions are required, however, to 
make sure this is as true in the Park 
as it is on paper. Much of the 2013 
Management Plan (available on the 
Baxter State Park website) is devoted 
to explaining how the wilderness first 
ethic is maintained for everything 
from visitor outreach to wildfires. The 
Park has made great strides; but as 
Jensen notes in his Address, there is 
always more to be done.
 On that note, you will read 
about a couple of new initiatives: 
the Plants of Baxter State Park Proj-
ect and the effort to relocate old, 
fall-line trails, beginning with the 
OJI Trail. Friends of Baxter State 
Park is pleased to actively support 
both these projects that help pro-
mote wilderness values and using 
the Park in the right unspoiled way, 
just as Governor Baxter intended.

Numerous changes to the Park’s orga-
nizational structure, position descriptions, 
and standard operating procedure have 
been completed in order to build resil-
ience and efficiency into our work as well 
as to clarify and streamline communica-
tions with Park visitors and in working re-
lationships of staff teams in the Park.

We have made substantial strides in pro-
viding easier and more predictable access 
to the Park through the reservation system 
with adjustments to reservation policies, the 
implementation of on-line availability, and 
the Day Use Parking Reservation process 
for Katahdin-access trailheads.  With the 
provision of on-line reservations in sync 
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In 2004, Park visitors enjoyed this view of Katahdin as they passed through the Togue Pond Gate-
house.  With the current discussion on vista management under consideration by Park Staff, this may 
be possible again one day.                                                                                – Photo © Bill Bentley

The State of Baxter State Park is Good! Over the past several, years we 
have been diligently working on a number of efforts related to the Park’s mission 
components:

•	 Protecting	Park	Resources
•	 Providing	Recreational	Opportunities
•	 Conducting	Exemplary	Forest	Management
•	 Maintaining	Park	Property
•	 Providing	for	Staff	and	Public	Safety
•	 Managing	Fiscal	Resources

State of the Park Address
by Jensen Bissell, Baxter State Park Director



with the rolling reservation system, we con-
sider the reservation system changes to be 
complete, at least for the time being, and will 
turn our attention to streamlining the process 
at the Park gatehouses to improve tabulation 
of visitor data and to speed, simplify, and 
clarify the registration process.
 Several changes implemented to Park rules 
are aimed at improving protection of Park Re-
sources and Public Safety, including changing 
the penalty for a rule violation from a criminal 
to a civil penalty, and limiting the maximum 
size of groups hiking in the Park to 12. 
 Slowly, but steadily, we have been imple-
menting changes in our approach to visitor 
use in the Park – helping visitors develop an 
awareness and understanding that the Park is 
a wilderness and that the resource has au-
thority. During their time in the Park, their 
safety is their individual responsibility.

 The Park has a sound dataset of Park use 
indices gathered consistently over the past 40 
years.  After a 10-year period of declining visi-
tor use beginning around 1995, Park use has 
been trending upwards since 2005.  Predict-
ing future activity based on past use can be a 
dangerous and flawed approach to planning.  
Visitor use can be influenced by many com-
binations of short and long term factors in-
cluding weather, fuel prices, landscape scale 
natural events, and cultural and generational 
trends and preferences that are very difficult 
to predict.  Careful review of historic trends 
in this dataset can generate important consid-
erations in future planning and reflect the ef-
fects of past policy and procedural changes, 
but humility and a critical perspective should 
be maintained.  

 

We have been modifying our annual work 
plans to include several long-term initiatives 
that will better protect Park Resources.  In 
2013, we plan to complete the first replace-
ment of a large (greater than 5’ in diameter) 
culvert on the Park road system.  Along with 
three major bridges, the Park road system in-
cludes more than 15 culverts 6’ or larger. In the 
40 or more years since these culverts were in-
stalled, the options, technology, and engineer-
ing involved in their replacement has grown 
exponentially. Hopefully, the replacement of 
the culvert at Black Brook in the northern por-
tion of the Park Tote Road will mark the start of 
a continuous effort to review and rehabilitate 
the Park access road infrastructure.
 Hiking trails are the heart of Baxter State 
Park.  Our 220 miles of hiking trails have 
evolved on the Park landscape over a long 

Maintenance Ranger Matt Martin shows a sign in 
progress like ones that will be placed away from 
the trailheads at the point where, in the event of a 
litter evacuation, the carry crew should call for am-
bulance dispatch. The signs will thus serve a dual 
purpose – an important message for the hiker as 
well as for rescue personnel.     – Photo © Park Staff

Highly variable over the period of record, the 
highest point in the Camper Nights graph is 
almost double the lowest point, which may 
be more correlated to summer weather pat-
terns than Camper Use data as campers still 
arrive at the campground in bad weather but 
don’t stay as many nights.  Based on reserva-
tions so far, the 2013 Camper Nights volume 
is projected to match the average annual vol-
ume for the period of record. 

Other than the first two years of the data 
record, Resident Use had consistently out-
paced Non-Resident Use. Resident Use be-
gan a significant period of decline in 1996 
while Non-Resident Use did not begin to de-
cline until around 2000. In 2005-2012, both 
Resident and Non-Resident Use rates have 
been trending upwards.
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period of time with an endless stream of 
good intentions driven by a love of hiking 
in the Park’s Wilderness.  Maintaining these 
trails in our landscape and with our forest 
and vegetation cover is a real challenge.  In 
recent years, we have almost doubled the 
human and fiscal resources directed to the 
maintenance of Park trails. In 2013, we will 
be initiating a more comprehensive review 
of the Parks trail system utilizing the Train 
Evaluation Matrix and data provided by the 
recent Trail Inventory to evaluate and plan 
the application of trail maintenance efforts 
in the years ahead.
 Also in 2013, we expect to complete 
the first effort at significant trail reloca-
tion in the Park.  Many of the trails in 
the Park were located, cleared, and es-
tablished by hardy and efficient Main-
ers, focused on getting from point A (the 

trailhead) to point B (the peak) as di-
rectly as possible. Many of the Park trails 
travel on the fall line or directly upslope.  
With significant hiker-traffic and precipi-
tation, these trail segments pose consider-
able erosion concerns.  In many instanc-
es, our trail maintenance efforts have not 
been able to keep pace with the unceas-
ing effects of rain and snowmelt traveling 
straight downhill on a fall line trail.  In 
other instances, original trail locations uti-
lized former landslide zones to reduce the 
trail clearing effort.  These zones are often 
unstable and unsafe for the average Park 
hiker.  With the completion of the OJI Trail 
Relocation Project and the data provided 
by the Trail Inventory, the Park will have 
experience, as well as cost and time data,  
to apply to planning a series of relocation 
projects over the coming decades.  With 
each successful relocation, resource pro-
tection is improved, the long-term mainte-
nance requirements of the trail system are 
reduced, and the availability of Park trails 
to the average hiker is increased.
 In 2012, we began work on two long-
term projects with significant potential for 
the Park.  With the engagement of Botanist 
and Executive Director at Maine Natural 
History Observatory (MNHO) Glen Mit-
telhauser, the Plants of Baxter State Park 
Project has begun an inventory of  the flora 
in the Park. The initial surveys conducted 
during the summer of 2012 yielded more 
than 100 plants previously unrecorded in 
the Park and provided information for the 
logistics and direction of the second sea-
son of surveys during the summer of 2013. 
Baxter Park is a constantly changing place.  
Most of this change is driven by natural 

forces, but increas-
ingly change is fos-
tered or augmented 
by human activi-
ties.  As managers, 
we find it hard to 
plan intelligent ac-
tions in response to 
change if we don’t 
know how the land-
scape is changing.  
The completion of 
the Park’s plant in-
ventory will pro-
vide a benchmark 
against which to 

measure future change in the Park.  
 In addition to the plant inventory, Don 
Cameron of the Maine Natural Areas Pro-
gram (MNAP) conducted trial work to ex-
plore the possibility of developing accu-
rate mapping of natural communities in 
the Park.  Using T5R9 as a trial township, 
Don and his crew spent 28 days in the Park 
and covered a wide area in the township 
including 90 miles of survey line – often in 
very remote backcountry areas.  The work 
Don accomplished provides the basis for 
planning to complete this mapping in the 
Park over the next decade. 
 The importance of effective commu-
nication with Park visitors and volunteers 
cannot be overstated.  We continued our 
efforts in 2012 to improve the Park website 
as an increasingly important communica-
tions tool.  The active and very effective 
Baxter State Park Advisory Committees (BSP, 
SFMA, Investment, and Research) continue 
to provide critical feedback in the policy and 
procedure development process.  We will 
continue to work to develop current and 
effective means to communicate with Park 
visitors before, during, and after their visit in 
various media including email, our website 
interface, and video.  We have and will con-
tinue to spend considerable time working 
on improving our process and procedure for 
the orderly and considerate development of 
Park policy and procedures for both visitors 
and employees.  
 Along with these ongoing efforts to ad-
dress current issues and concerns, we are 
actively working on effective methods of 
identifying and controlling the effects of 
incremental human-driven change in the 
Park.  With a clear mandate to maintain 
the Park “primarily as Wilderness and 
recreational purposes are to be regarded 
as of secondary importance…”, it is criti-
cal to recognize the power of incremental 
change.  As a species, we are hard-wired 
to control and improve our surround-
ings. Our nature and inclination to im-
prove things expresses itself continuously 
through the ideas and suggestions of Park 
visitors and staff – a short trail here, a small 
building there – each idea posed with the 
best of intentions for the Park, benign, un-
assuming, and apparently beneficial in 
and of itself.  Hundreds of minor changes, 
made and implemented over decades, 
have the potential to change the Park and 

Many of the Park’s trails follow the shortest route 
from trailhead to peak - often straight up the fall 
line – and are subject to continual erosion.  Fol-
lowing the pilot trail re-location on Mount OJI,  
parts of the Marston trail as seen here may also 
be relocated.                    – Photo © Bill Bentley

Heavily eroded sections like this one on the Mount OJI trail will be avoided 
in the current trail re-location effort.                      – Photo © Charlie Jacobi        
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Friends of Baxter State Park 
P.O. Box 609 
Union, ME 04862-0609
Visit us on the web www.friendsofbaxter.org 
Email us at info@friendsofbaxter.org

We’re looking for new Friends!
_______$1,000 Governor Baxter Society
_______$500 Katahdin Club 
_______$250 Knife Edger 
_______$100 Hamlin Peaker
_______$50 Sponsor
_______$30 Family 
_______$25 Individual
Please make checks payable to Friends of Baxter State Park. 
Dues and contributions are tax deductible to the extent 
provided by law. Send to:
Friends of Baxter State Park 
P.O. Box 609
Union, ME 04862-0609 Thank you!

erode the Wilderness in ways none of us 
would imagine.  The careful assessment of 
the potential of incremental change will be 
a challenge for Park management in the ad-
ministration of the Park Trust.  
 The opposite of incremental change 
is catastrophic, landscape-scale change.   
This change, except for the instance of war 
and perhaps climate change, is usually driv-
en by nature and includes periodic change 
events like large-scale wind and rain events 
leading to blowdown; droughts contribut-
ing to forest fires; severe weather events 
such as tornados, hurricanes, ice storms, 
and episodic forest insect and disease 
epidemics such as the spruce budworm. 
Landscape-scale catastrophic change usu-
ally includes large elements of uncertainty, 
inconvenience, personal loss, and even 
fear.  We definitely don’t like landscape-
scale change. Regardless of whether we 
like it or not, history strongly suggests that 
the occurrence of landscape scale change 
is not a question of “if” but only of “when.” 
Consequently, we have worked in the man-
agement plan on preparing the Park for 
landscape-scale change.  This preparation 
includes the development of clear and or-

dered decision trees and guidance docu-
ments that can be applied during and after 
the change event.  Emergency-action plan-
ning and fire and wind-throw salvage plans 
are examples of this kind of planning.  
 As always, we will continue to work 
closely with Investment Advisors and Man-
agers to ensure that the Park’s endowment 
fund can continue to provide sustainable 
and reliable purchasing power as the base 
for the Park’s operational budget.  The test 
of our efforts came with the market crash 
of 2008 and the ensuing “great recession.”  

The Park has successfully weathered this 
test.  After 40 years of funding approximate-
ly 60% of Park operations, in real terms (ad-
justed for inflation), the Park’s endowments 
have a higher value now than when they 
first became available to the Park in 1972.  
 Careful endowment management is not 
the only reason for the Park’s sound fiscal 
condition. In part, this success is due to 
the careful management of Park-generated 
revenues such as camping fees and non-
resident entrance fees. Careful and prudent 
fee adjustments in accordance with the bi-
ennial fee-review protocol, in combination 
with changes to the reservation system that 
streamline access to the Park by visitors, 
has improved revenue streams from these 
sources.  Park revenues have also been bol-
stered by steady revenues from the sale of 
sustainably managed forest products from 
the Scientific Forest Management Area 
(SFMA).  Lastly, the emergence of significant 
and perpetual donors like the Baxter Park 
Wilderness Fund and the Friends of Bax-
ter State Park have helped the Park apply 
needed resources to trails, infrastructure, 
information and education, and other im-
portant components of Park management. 

The Park’s endowments have successfully 
weathered the recession now have a high-
er real value than when they first became 
available to the Park in 1972.
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