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Preface 

This report was prepared by Jack Kruse, Virgene Hanna, and Marybeth Holleman 

of the University of Alaska Anchorage Institute of Social and Economic Research (ISER) 

between August 1992 and June 1993. 

We received invaluable assistance from many residents of Cordova, Valdez, Homer, 

Seward, Skagway, and the Copper River Valley who discussed the proposed highway with 

us in focus groups and other settings. We are also grateful to the more than 800 persons 

who responded to our telephone surveys in interviews lasting as long as 60 minutes or more. 
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SOCIAL IMPACTS OF THE COPPER RIVER ffiGHW AY 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The Alaska Department of Transportation and Public Facilities asked the University of 

Alaska Anchorage Institute of Social and Economic Research (ISER) to prepare an independent, 

objective assessment of the social impacts of the proposed Copper River Highway. Our study 

describes a variety of potential social impacts which will be included in the environmental impact 

statement for the proposed highway. We did not make a recommendation about whether or not 

the highway should be built. 

Social impacts are social changes resulting, directly or indirectly, from specfic projects 

or policy changes. Social impacts can result from economic changes and from perceived effects 

as well. Thus, people's perceptions and expectations are critical to assessing the social impact 

of the proposed highway. Our review of public testimony, focus group, and survey results leads 

us to conclude that years of resident concerns about the proposed highway constitutes a 

significant social impact in itself. 

At the same time as this social impact study, we prepared a separate study of economic 

impacts of the Copper River Highway. Our report for the combined studies consists of four 

volumes. Volume I addresses economic impacts, Volume II addresses social impacts, Volume 

III provides technical appendixes, and Volume IV is a database of public comments about the 

Copper River Highway. 

We collected data for this study from many sources. We reviewed previous studies and 

public testimony going back to the early 1960s. We conducted eleven focus groups in Cordova, 

Kenny Lake and Chitina, and we interviewed many individuals in the private sector and in 

government. We conducted a telephone survey of 316 randomly selected Cordova adults and 

43 Copper River Basin adults. We also conducted telephone surveys of smaller numbers of 

residents of Valdez, Seward, Homer, Skagway, Anchorage, and Fairbanks, as well as a mail 

survey of non-resident owners of vessels berthed in Cordova. 

Current Social Conditions 

Population 

The U.S. Bureau of the Census enumerated 1,544 adult residents in 1990. The Cordova 

population grew by 61 % from 1970 to 1980, and by 12% from 1980 to 1990. Cordova's 

population growth appears to have slowed or stopped since the mid 1980s. It is expected that 

without a road the population will stabilize or begin to shrink in accordance with trends in the 

commercial fishing industry. The dicennial census counted 510 ten people in 161 households in 

the Copper Basin portion of the study region. Since 1980, the Copper Basin area has more than 

doubled in population, from 217 to 510 people. 



Ethnicity, Senior Citizens, and Housing 

Between 80 and 90 percent of the residents in the study region communities are white; 

in Chitina, about half of the residents are Alaska Native. Residents who are 65 years or older 

make up less than 10 percent of the population in all communities except Tonsina (10 percent) 

and Chitina (14 percent). Vacancy rates for housing are low in all the communities, ranging 

from 11.1 percent in Chitina to less than one percent in Cordova. 

Economy 

Cordova is, first and foremost, a commercial fishing community. Fifty-seven percent of 

all Cordova households have at least one adult who works in commercial fishing or fish 

processing. Commercial fishing has not been a consistent source of income for Cordova 

residents, however: earnings from fish harvesting have fallen and 10 percent of Cordova's 

households had a household member who stopped fishing in the last year. Government 

employment the second largest component: forty percent of Cordova households have at least 

one adult who worked for government in 1992. Recreation and tourism presently account for a 

relatively small part of the Cordova economy. 

Personal use of the natural resources available in the Prince William Sound region is a 

significant contributor to the Cordova economy and culture. Over half (53 percent) of Cordova 

households harvested at least half of the meat and fish they ate in 1992. 

Many households in the Copper Basin area also depend on hunting and fishing for some 

or most of their food. The cash economy is less significant here than in Cordova: almost one 

in four adults (23 percent) are unemployed. Opportunities for employment are limited to 

government, agriculture, and tourism. 

Social Services 

Social services in Cordova are provided through several state agencies and volunteer 

groups. Three full-time counselors provide mental health and alcohol counseling; one social 

worker provides child protection; a half-time infant learning coordinator provides for special 

needs children. In addition, the Salvation Army runs a food bank, and several churches provide 

informal counseling and donations. There are no shelters for homeless or abuse victims. 

Residents of the Copper Basin area depend on organizations in Glennallen and Copper 

Center. The Kenny Lake community chapel provides some informal counseling and support, 

as does the Chitina Native Health Clinic. 

Community Cohesion 

Cordova residents share a strong attachment to their community, as evidenced by their 

choice of Cordova as a place to live and their strong feelings about change, including the 

proposed highway. This attachment to their community is what binds residents and what divides 

them. 
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Copper Basin residents are cohesive in that their relative isolation makes them more 

dependent on each other. Like Cordova residents, they tend to have very strong feelings about 

changes which might affect their chosen lifestyle, and differing opinions about what constitutes 

good vs. bad change. 

Social Impacts Resulting From Economic Change 

The projected increase in traffic could result in several social impacts, the most direct 

of which are increased car accidents in town and along the highway,· street congestion and 

parking problems in Cordova and Chitina (if the road follows the Wood Canyon route); harbor 

congestion in Cordova; and roadside pollution in Cordova and along the highway. All of these 

impacts would occur almost exclusively in the summer, when our traffic projections show the 

greatest increases. This would exacerbate existing summertime traffic increases that result from 

the influx of commercial fishermen and cannery workers. 

Over a 20 year period, we estimate there would be 560 accidents along the highway, of 

which one in four would result in injuries. In addition, we estimate that these accidents would 

cause four deaths over a 20-year period. These increased accidents would increase demand for 

emergency services. The Glennallen volunteer squad is already at its limits servicing as far as 

Chitina. If the Cordova squad handled these calls, the time element would not only put travellers 

on the highway at increased risk, but would also put residents of Cordova at increased risk for 

not receiving emergency medical services in time. 

Our projected traffic increases would also make Cordova's street more congested and 

bring Cordova' s roads and parking lots to nearly 10 percent over the estimated parking capacity. 

In addition, the harbor, which is already near capacity, may become congested as more pleasure 

boaters seek slips. If the Wood Canyon route is selected, then our projections show that traffic 

would nearly double in Copper Basin communities. 

The projected increase in the number of non-local Alaskans who come to the area for 

coho fishing and the number who apply for moose hunting permits could also result in social 

impacts. Fishing pressure on coho stocks, particularly in the Eyak River, may affect Cordova 

residents' ability to harvest salmon for personal use. And, some Cordova residents who depend 

on moose for traditional food supplies may be unable to obtain a hunting permit. The advent of 

more sport fishing and hunting could also result in changes to the existing fish and game 

regulations, which could affect the social structure of the community and the well-being of some 

residents. 

The economic analysis does not project significant increases in the year-round population 

of either Cordova or the Copper Basin communities. While seasonal employment in our MID 

case increases 9 percent by 2015, the population decreases by 8 percent. Because relocation is 

minimal and population projections are low, the highway would not result in any significant 

changes in the age or ethnic makeup of the communities, nor would it directly affect the 

availability of housing in Cordova. 
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Our review of existing social services in Cordova and the Copper Basin indicates that 

these services are already stretched thin and may not be able to absorb even a slight increase in 

demand. So, if the highway increases summer transience and tourism, then the demands on 

social services could exceed existing capacity. 

Because the project requires minimal physical relocation of residents and doesn't 

physically divide the town with a highway, the project would be unlikely to have any immediate 

impact on community cohesion. If, under the high scenario, the population of Cordova were to 

increase very much or very rapidly, community cohesion might suffer. 

Residents are of two minds as to how the highway, and its attendant economic changes 

and improved access, could affect their quality of life. For many residents, the lower cost of 

living that improved access might bring translates into improved quality of life. Many residents 

feel that the crowding from increased visitors and residents would make the town less enjoyable. 

And some residents don't like the idea of more strangers in town; their quality of life is higher 

if they know most of the people in town. However, some residents see an influx of new people 

as a good thing because they could allow some people to be able to stay in Cordova rather than 

leaving because they can't make a sufficient living. While some feel decreasing Cordova's 

isolation would improve the quality of their lives by allowing them to travel more, others who 

say they moved to Cordova because of its relative isolation say the highway would change the 

town for the worse. 

Cordova Residents' Expectations and Concerns 

Cordova residents share expectations that completion of the Copper River Highway will 

increase tourism, logging, and mining activities. Most residents think these changes will be 

accompanied by increases in the number of local jobs, the amount of traffic, the number of 

seasonal workers, and the variety of local goods and services. Most also expect the highway to 

decrease the cost of goods and services from what they would be without the highway. Most 

residents expect the highway to increase recreation opportunities while decreasing fish and 

wildlife habitat. 

Road, Ferry, and Air Service Changes 

The vast majority of Cordova residents agree that air service is comfortable, easy, 

convenient, and reliable. The only negative aspect was the price. The majority of residents find 

both winter and summer ferry service affordable and comfortable, but with inconvenient 

schedules and too few trips. Most Cordova residents view summer ferry service as more 

reliable and convenient than winter ferry service, but find winter ferry service less crowded, 

both for passengers and vehicles. 

Cordova residents' views on what would happen to ferry and air service, and to other 

aspects of Cordova such as cost of living and safety, depends on how much of the year they 

think the highway would be open. The majority (57 percent) believe the highway would be 

closed all winter, and just over a quarter (27 percent) think it would be closed part of the winter. 
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With either a year-round or summer only road, most Cordova residents agree that jet 

service would be the same. One-in-four, however, think a year-round road would decrease air 

service. Almost half (47 percent) think ferry service would decrease with a year-round road; 

one-fifth think it would decrease with a summer only highway. 

Industry Changes 

By comparing expectations with and without completion of the Copper River Highway, 

it is clear that most Cordova residents think the highway will cause an increase in tourism, 

logging, and mining. Cordova residents think that most of the increase in visitors would be 

attributable to people driving to town rather than to cruise ships. Most Cordovan residents don't 

think commercial fisheries would increase either with or without a highway. Expectations about 

the value of commercial fisheries is shows that somewhat more people (36 percent versus 22 

percent) think the value of the salmon fishery will decrease with a highway. 

Most Cordova residents would, however, like to see an increase in the number of 

commercial fishing boats, but are divided over whether a highway would negatively or positively 

affect commercial fishing industries. Most Cordova residents would not like to see more logging, 

but they are mized on their attitude toward increased mining. The majority agree that increases 

in tourism (cruise ships, visitors, and charter boats) would be good for their community. 

Local Economy Changes 

The majority of Cordova residents believe that a highway will have a positive effect on 

the town's economy. Without a highway, more Cordova residents think the number of local jobs 

(46 percent), the variety of goods and services (51 percent), and the affordability of housing (51 

percent) will remain the same. Fifty-nine percent think the cost of goods and services will 

increase. In contrast, with completion of the Copper River Highway more Cordova residents 

think there will be increases in the number of local jobs (65 percent), the variety of goods and 

services (70 percent), and the amount of affordable housing (43 percent). Sixty-three percent 

think the cost of goods and services will decrease. 

Environmental and Resource Use Changes 

If the proposed highway is not built, Cordova residents expect that fish and wildlife 

habitat, the ease of getting fish and game, and outdoor recreation opportunities would remain 

the same. Focus group comments and testimony suggest that the improved ferry alternative 

would not significantly change these aspects except for bringing in a few more sport fishermen. 

While the consensus is not as strong for changes with a road, most Cordova residents believe 

that a road would result in a decrease in habitat (62 percent) and in the ease of getting fish and 

game (53 and 58 percent, respectively). 

Population Changes 

Without the proposed highway, Cordova residents agree that the number of seasonal 

workers and the number of people they know well would stay the same. They have mixed 
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opinions about whether the population would stay the same or decrease. With a road, most 

agree that the number of seasonal workers would increase, as would the year-round population. 

They are less likely to think the highway would increase the number of people they know well. 

Cordova residents have mixed feelings about increases in the number of seasonal workers, but 

the majority think a year-round population growth would be good or at least necessary for 

Cordova. 

Social Changes 

The vast majority of Cordova residents believe that social conditions like the level of 

crime, the quality of Cordova as a place to raise children, and the amount of traffic would not 

change without a highway. With a highway, however, 80 percent expect increases in crime, 96 

percent expect increases in traffic, and 66 percent expect increases in social problems. A slim 

majority (52 percent) believe Cordova would not be as good a place to raise children. Cordova 

residents are ambivalent about other aspects of social change. 

Attitudes and Beliefs about Change 

While it is easy to find opposing views about the Copper River Highway among Cordova 

residents, it is also easy to miss the degree to which Cordova residents have a shared sense of 

Cordova's past, present, and future. Cordova's identity is tied to commercial fishing. Cordova 

residents would like to see commercial fishing continue to be the mainstay of Cordova but worry 

that conditions in the fisheries will not sustain the local economy. They think that completion 

of the Copper River Highway may foster economic activity to off set possible declines in the 

fisheries. Most Cordova residents also expect that accompanying these economic changes will 

be undesirable increases in traffic, more difficulties in getting game, and increases in crime and 

social problems. 

The disagreement among Cordova residents comes principally in whether the types of 

undesirable changes expected to accompany new economic activity are worth the expected 

economic benefits. In the case of logging, the answer appears clearly to be "no" for most 

residents. In the case of mining, residents are split in their opinion. It appears that most would 

welcome tour ships. It is the visitor coming to Cordova by road that appears to pose the most 

difficulty for residents as they weigh potential economic benefits against expected social costs. 

Here residents, many expecting the same types of changes, come to different conclusions. 

Copper River Basin Residents' Expectations and Concerns 

Copper Basin residents share the view of most Cordova residents that the completion of 

the Copper River Highway would increase the number of visitors to the area and would increase 

logging and mining activities in the region. Like most Cordova residents, they expect the number 

of local jobs that can support a family and the variety of available goods and services will 

increase as well. Copper Basin residents aren't sure whether increased access or increased 

competition stemming from the highway will have the greater effect on the ease of getting fish 

and game. They share the view of most Cordova residents that the completion of the highway 
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will increase their outdoor recreation opportunities. Copper Basin residents also see a downside 

to completion of the highway in terms of increased social problems and crime. Finally, Copper 

Basin residents are more likely than Cordova residents to think that the highway will increase 

the quality of the area as a place for raising children and that the number of long term residents 

and children remaining in the area will increase. 

Experiences in Other Communities 

Our comparison of social conditions in Cordova, Homer, Seward, and Skagway indicates 

that the size of the community is the most important factor. Thus, if the highway were to 

significantly increase the population of Cordova (as projected in the high case) then 

corresponding increases might be observed in the levels and types of crime, the importation of 

drugs, and transience. The exception is interschool activities. If the highway were open year

round and maintained in good condition, then it might result in more interschool activities for 

Cordova students. However, the transportation alternative, increased ferry service, could also 

increase opportunities for interschool activities. 

Our Skagway survey yielded additional comparative information. While we were not able 

to conduct a comprehensive study of change in Skagway, the picture emerging out of the survey 

results is one of increasingly difficult economic conditions, some loss of population, increased 

numbers of visitors, and generally stable social conditions. Within this context, most long-term 

Skagway residents support additional tourism and commercial fishing, and continue to think that 

the road connection to Skagway was a good idea. 

Public Policy Preferences 

Most Cordova residents either strongly favor or strongly oppose the proposed highway. 

Taking all forms of support or opposition into account, 43 percent favor the highway and 42 

percent oppose it. The one percent difference si well within the survey margin of error (5 

percent). While some residents feel a highway would be beneficial to Cordova only if it were 

open year-round, the mix of views for a summer-only road and a year-round road is fairly 

evenly split. A slight majority (55 to 60 percent) would choose no road and current ferry and 

jet service over a year-round road with reduced ferry and jet service. A slight majority (50 to 

60 percent) would also opt for improved ferry service over the Copper River Highway. Two

thirds of Cordova residents would rather the state kept up road maintenance elsewhere and 

maintain the proposed highway as a summer-only road than reducing highway maintenance 

elsewhere in order to maintain a year-round road. 

Responses from vessel owners who are not year-round residents are consistent with the 

responses of Cordova residents. Just over half (53 percent) do believe, however, that the 

highway would significantly harm commercial fishing. 

In contrast with the near-even split in Cordova, a majority of Copper Basin residents 

favor the completion of the highway. They clearly prefer a year-round road (66 percent) even 
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if it means reduced jet and ferry service to Cordova, and clearly prefer completion of the 

highway to improved ferry service (77 percent). They also would rather the state allocate federal 

highway funds to completion of the Copper River Highway (64 percent) than to other state 

highway projects. However, Copper Basin residents think the state should continue to maintain 

existing highways at present levels and maintain a summer road to Cordova (86 percent) rather 

than reducing maintenance on other highways. 

The majority of respondents in Anchorage, Fairbanks, Valdez, Seward, and Homer favor 

the proposed Copper River Highway if it is open year-round. If the highway were closed part 

of the winter, public support in the five communities shrinks somewhat. Residents also prefer 

completion of the highway to improved ferry service to Cordova, while Fairbanks, Valdez, and 

Anchorage residents would favor the year-round highway over current jet and ferry service. 

Anchorage, Homer, and Fairbanks would prefer the state use the money for other highway 

projects, while all the communities favor maintaining existing highways over maintaining a year

round road to Cordova. 

Mitigation of Selected Social Impacts 

While certain social impacts could be alleviated by taking the following measures, this 

discussion is by no means inclusive. It focuses only on those impacts which everyone agrees are 

negative. And, even if every one of our proposed mitigation measures were undertaken, there 

would stil be negative social impacts from the Copper River Highway. 

Negative effects from increased traffic could be mitigated by: providing emergency 

telephones along the highway for stranded or injured travellers; ensure that travellers are aware 

that, as long as the area remains unsettled, medical services are several hours away in some 

locations; providing necessary increases in state trooper patrols to adequately cover the highway; 

making funds available for developing new parking locations in Cordova; and, if the Wood 

Canyon route is selected, including a latrine and dumpster site in or near Chitina. 

Negative effects from increased hunting and fishing pressures could be mitigated two 

ways: investigating the possibility of a subsistence district for Cordova to protect their fishing 

access; and increase fish and game enforcement on the Copper River Delta and prime fishing 

areas such as the Eyak River. 

Finally, negative effects on social services from the highway could be lessened by 

funding at least one additional counseling position in Cordova, and, if the Wood Canyon route 

is selected, increasing the level of social services in Chitina. 
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

Purpose of Study 

The Alaska Department of Transportation and Public Facilities (DOT&PF) has begun the 

process of applying for federal funding to build a road to link Cordova with the Alaska road 

system. This road is referred to in this report as the Copper River Highway. As part of the 

planning process for the proposed highway, the Alaska Department of Transportation and Public 

Facilities is preparing an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) about the potential effects of 

building a road. 

In July 1992, DOT&PF asked the University of Alaska Anchorage's Institute of Social 

and Economic Research (ISER) to prepare two studies: one on the social impacts of a highway, 

and the other on its economic impacts. The purpose of these studies is to provide information 

to be included in the EIS about the impacts of the proposed highway. 

Figure 1.1 illustrates the approval process for federally funded highway projects in 

Alaska. Major projects such as the Copper River Highway require the preparation of an EIS. 

Under federal law and Federal Highway Administration procedures, the EIS must consider a 

variety of potential environmental impacts such as impacts on fish and wildlife, on wetlands, and 

on the preservation of historic properties. The EIS must also consider social and economic 

impacts. More detailed explanation of the Federal Highway Administration guidelines for an EIS 

can be found in the Economic Impact Study. 

As seen in Figure 1.1, these studies represent an early stage in the approval process for 

the proposed Copper River Highway. There will be public hearings as well as opportunities for 

written comment on the draft EIS as well as studies such as these which provide background 

information. The Federal Highway Administration will use the finding of the EIS to decide 

whether or not to approve most of the funds needed to build the highway. 

As will be apparent to readers of these studies, the proposed Copper River Highway is 

a controversial issue. Both supporters and opponents of the highway are vocal and articulate. 

DOT &PF requested independent, objective assessments of the social and economic impacts of 

the proposed highway. While specifying that the study should consider the issues required by 

federal law and Federal Highway Administration procedures, DOT&PF did not tell us how the 

studies should be done. The purpose of the studies was not to make a recommendation about 

whether or not the highway should be built. We have tried instead to understand the many 

potential social and economic impacts and to describe them clearly, and to represent the concerns 

of both highway advocates and opponents fairly. 

In addition to this report, ISER has prepared a separate report on economic impacts of 

the proposed highway. This report on potential social impacts was prepared at the same time as 

the economic impact study. An appendix volume provides additional documentation for both 

studies. A fourth volume contains a comprehensive listing of public comments made between 

1969 and 1992 on the social and economic impacts of various Copper River Highway proposals. 
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Figure 1.1. The Approval Process for Federally Funded Highways 
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The Copper River Highway Proposal 

The proposed Copper River Highway would be built to meet minimum federal highway 

standards--a crushed gravel surface, twenty feet wide with four-foot shoulders, which would be 

maintained year-round. 

DOT&PF is studying several alternative routes for the highway, as shown in Figure 1-2. 

The three routes receiving the most consideration would each start at the Million Dollar Bridge 

at mile 49 of the existing highway leading north out of Cordova. The Wood Canyon route 

would follow the Copper River north to Chitina. The Tasnuna route would turn west along the 

Tasnuna River valley to intersect the Richardson Highway near Thompson Pass. The Tiekel 

route would turn west along the Tiekel River to intersect with the Richardson Highway farther 

to the northeast. A fourth route along the coast from Valdez to Cordova is not being studied 

in detail because it would be much more expensive to build. 

While construction of the highway could have economic and social impacts over a wide 

geographic area, our studies focus primarily upon the communities that will feel the greatest 

impacts. Our study region, as shown in Figure 1-2, includes Cordova and other communities 

along the proposed routes, including Chitina, Kenny Lake, and Tonsina. 

Transportation Alternatives 

In order to determine the social impacts of the proposed highway, we must consider what 

changes might occur in these communities without a road. And, Federal Highway 

Administration policies require that environmental impact statements evaluate the range of 

feasible transportation alternatives. In this case, we have identified two possible non-road 

alternatives: a no-build option and an expansion of the Marine Highway service to Cordova. 

As described in Volume I, Chapter VII, other non-road alternatives including a railroad and 

expanded air service would be more costly and would provide more limited benefits. Therefore, 

in our economic and social impact analyses, we address these transportation alternatives: 

1. "No Action" Alternative: This assumes no significant new investments are made in 

transportation systems for Cordova. 

2. Road Alternatives: This assumes the Copper River Highway is built, following either 

the Wood Canyon route, the Tiekel route, or the Tasnuna route. 

3. Expanded Marine Highway Service: This assumes that the Marine Highway service to 

Cordova is significantly expanded and improved. 

The kinds of marine highway system improvements which significantly increased funding 

might bring about are described in Volume I, Chapter VII. A more detailed discussion of these 

transportation alternatives is found in Volume I, Chapter II. 
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Study Methods 

Social impacts are social changes resulting, directly or indirectly, from specific projects 

or policy changes. Many potential social impacts result from economic changes discussed in the 

Economic Impact Study. In fact, many people view social and economic impacts as being so 

closely related that they are best treated together. Our agreement with DOT&PF mandated two 

reports. We designed our study of the social and economic impacts of the proposed Copper 

River Highway, however, as an integrated set of investigations. The reader will get the best 

sense of social and economic impacts by first reading Volume One. We also provide a summary 

of economic impacts in the second chapter of this volume. 

We used several different methods to examine the potential social impacts of the Copper 

River Highway: a review of literature and public testimony, interviews and focus groups, public 

surveys, a comparison of roaded and non-roaded communities, and an analysis of the social 

impact implications of the economic study projections. We did not attempt to quantitatively 

model and project social impacts. The projections of traffic, population, and employment impacts 

made in the economic analysis provide a meaningful basis for projecting the types of social 

impacts that may occur. Each of these projections is highly uncertain, however. The cumulative 

effect of the uncertainty of all the changes that could produce social impacts is so large as to 

make it impractical to model and project social impacts. As explained in detail in Volume I 

Chapter II, our social and economic impact analyses differ from a technique often applied to 

infrastructure projects known as a cost-benefit analysis. 

Review of literature and public testimony 

Because of the long history of proposals for a Copper River Highway, many studies, 

some going back several decades, have been written which are directly or indirectly relevant to 

the current DOT &PF proposal. Our first step in this study, then, was to review this extensive 

literature. Some of these studies are described briefly in Chapter III of the Economic Impact 

Study; a more detailed list is found in Appendix D. 

The history of Copper River Highway proposals also included public hearings, letters, 

and meetings. We reviewed and compiled public testimony from 17 sources and used this 

testimony database to help determine the kinds of social impacts which residents anticipate, 

welcome, or fear and the mechanisms by which those impacts might occur. Excerpts from this 

testimony can be found in Chapters III, IV, and VI. See Appendix Q for more information on 

the public testimony database and Volume Four for a complete listing of public comments sorted 

by subject area. 

Interviews and focus groups 

Another means of determining the full range of residents' concerns about the proposed 

highway was through interviews with individuals and focus groups. We conducted eleven focus 

groups: seven in Cordova, two in Kenny Lake, and two in Chitina. We designed the focus 

groups as structured discussions of issues associated with the Copper River Highway 

construction. In addition, we contacted other individuals by phone who either could not attend 

a focus group or were identified at the focus groups as people we should talk to. 
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The focus groups were conducted for two reasons. First, we recognized that social 

impacts can result from perceived effects as well as from real effects. For example, if many 

people feel the highway will make their community less safe, then the community will feel less 

safe to them whether or not safety actually declines. They may begin locking their homes even 

if theft does not increase. Thus, people's perceptions and expectations are critical to assessing 

the social impact of the proposed highway. Our review of both the public testimony and the 

focus group results led us to conclude that years of resident concerns about the proposed road 

constitutes a significant social impact in itself. 

Our second reason for conducting focus groups is related to the fact that the residents of 

Cordova and the Copper River Basin have spent decades thinking about and debating the Copper 

River Highway issue and how it might affect their communities. By asking focus group 

participants to identify all the relevant issues, we reduced the chances that we would overlook 

potentially important social and economic impacts. For example, the highway advocates focus 

group pointed out that a road would allow them to tie into railbelt electricity, thus reducing 

electrical costs for the community. We had not thought of this potential impact before, but we 

analyzed the feasibility and economic impact of such an intertie after the focus group brought 

it to our attention. 

Six of the Cordova focus groups were held in the Cordova Library meeting room on 

October 9, 10, and 11, 1992. Four of these groups were organized around specific subject areas: 

business, tourism, commercial fishing, and social services. For these groups, we wanted to 

assemble people who might be able to offer insights into potential effects in these specific areas. 

The other two focus groups held on these dates were for highway advocates and highway 

opponents. For these groups, we wanted to assemble people who were particularly strong and 

articulate highway opponents and advocates so we could understand their reasons for their 

positions, as well as understanding the kinds of impacts they anticipated. 

On November 5, 1992, we held a seventh focus group in Cordova cons1stmg of 

representatives from the earlier focus groups, to comment on a revised version of the 

questionnaire we planned to use in the Cordova survey. This focus group was composed of six 

individuals which had participated in the previous focus groups. We wanted to make sure that 

we covered all the important areas in the survey and that we worded the questions appropriately. 

Two Kenny Lake focus groups were held on October 24, 1992, in the Kenny Lake 

Community Hall, and two Chitina focus groups were held on November 7, 1992, in the Chitina 

Native Hall. In both communities, we held one focus group for highway advocates and one focus 

group for highway opponents to understand the full range of reasons for their positions and 

perceived impacts on their communities. 

In all, 44 people attended the focus groups in Cordova and 28 people attended the focus 

groups in Chitina and Kenny Lake. Appendix C provides a list of individuals we contacted; 

Appendix A provides a description of how individuals were selected for the focus groups and 

a complete write-up of each focus group. Chapters III and IV include representative comments 

from interviews and focus groups which illustrate the results of the Cordova and Copper Basin 

telephone surveys. 
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Public surveys 

After determining the full range of concerns and the mechanisms by which residents 

believe impacts might occur, we conducted six telephone surveys. The purpose of the surveys 

was to learn more about five broad topics: 

Expected changes with and without a highway in Cordova and the Copper Basin 

Attitudes toward specific community changes 
Policy preferences for Cordova transportation options 

Current travel patterns between Cordova and other communities 

Expected use of a Copper River Highway 

Five of the surveys were predominantly telephone interviews. Different questionnaires 

were designed for these surveys which were conducted in the following groups of communities: 

Cordova 
The Copper River Basin (Chitina, Kenny Lake, Tonsina, Lower Tonsina, and 

portions of the Edgerton, Old Edgerton, and Richardson 

Highways) 
Valdez, Seward, and Homer 
Anchorage and Fairbanks 
Skagway 

We used a mail-out questionnaire with follow-up by phone for the sixth survey, a survey of 

owners of vessels berthed in Cordova who do not reside year-round in Cordova. 

We selected telephone numbers using two techniques. For smaller communities, we 

entered residential phone numbers listed in the phone book in a computer file and then used the 

computer to randomly select numbers. For Anchorage and Fairbanks, we wrote a computer 

program that randomly generated phone numbers in proportion to the number of residential lines. 

Once an interviewer reached a residence, the interviewer asked to speak with the adult with the 

next birthday. For more detail on the selection of phone numbers and respondents, see 

Appendix E. 

The questions used in each community were designed in several steps. First, we reviewed 

public testimony starting in the 1960s about the possible construction of the Copper River 

Highway and compiled comments in a database. This review aided by illuminating the range of 

issues and giving a long-term perspective on the issues. The next step in the design process was 

to hold focus groups in Cordova. We reviewed a preliminary list of community attributes we 

thought could be affected with Cordova focus groups. We then reviewed a draft of the complete 

Cordova questionnaire in another Cordova focus group and with DOT&PF staff. We 

subsequently revised and pretested several versions to arrive at the questionnaire reproduced in 

Appendix F. 

We developed the other questionnaires with the help of pretests and a review by 

DOT &PF staff. Copies of these questionnaires are in Appendixes F, G, H, I, J, and K. 
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We began interviewing Cordova residents on October 31, 1992. Approximately one week 

later we began calling to interview the residents of the other communities. We completed 

telephone interviewing by November 30. We mailed questionnaires to the vessel owners on 

November 18; between December 4 and December 12, we completed follow-up phone calls to 

vessel owners who had not responded by mail. 

Table 1.1 shows final sample sizes and response rates for each location. Response rates 

(i.e., the percentage of selected households successfully contacted) provide the best way to assess 

whether the survey results can be assumed to be a valid representation of the entire community. 

ISER considers surveys with response rates of greater than 75 percent to be valid. We exceeded 

this number in all the surveys. 

Since the results for each community are based on a sample rather than a census of all 

households, they are subject to random error. Another survey of the same size sample could 

produce a somewhat different result by chance. The maximum estimated sampling errors for 

each sample also appear in Table 1. 1. For example, 95 out of 100 repeated samples of 315 

Cordova households can be expected to yield a sample estimate of within plus or minus five 

percentage points of the observed estimate. 

Table 1.1 

Number of Completed Maximum Estimated 

Survey Population Interviews Response Rate Sampling Error 

Cordova 316 86% 5% 

Anchorage 100 78% 10% 

Fairbanks 100 83% 10% 

Copper Basin 43 88% 12% 

Valdez 75 85% 12% 

Seward 76 80% 12% 

Homer 83 85% 11% 

Skagway 50 91 % 12% 

Vessel Owners 79 75% 6% 

Interviewers edited their questionnaires upon completion of the interview. A trained 

editor edited each questionnaire a second time. We recontacted respondents where necessary to 

correct mistakes in the initial interview. We entered the survey data on a microcomputer using 

software programmed to accept only valid response codes. We then transferred the completed 

data set to the University of Alaska VAX 8800 mainframe computer for processing with the 

Statistical Package for the Social Sciences, SPSSx. To ensure the confidentiality of all responses, 

only the prefix of the telephone number was entered as identifying information; we did not enter 

complete telephone numbers (we did not ask for the name of respondents in the interview, nor 
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are names associated with the computer file from which we randomly selected telephone 

numbers). By policy, ISER permanently maintains the data file on the VAX system, and destroys 

interview materials containing selected telephone numbers. 

Some of the results of these surveys are described in Chapters III, IV, V, and VI; other 

results are described in the Economic Impact Study. 

Comparison of roaded and non-roaded communities 

Another method we used as an indicator of how Cordova might be affected by a highway 

was to compare Cordova with several roaded communities in Alaska. In Chapter V of this 

volume, we contrast social conditions in several communities in order to examine changes which 

might occur following construction of a road. We chose to compare Cordova with three roaded 

communities: Skagway, Homer, and Seward. These communities share some similarities with 

Cordova; however, it is important to keep in mind that these comparisons are limited by the 

many differences between the communities. 

Organization of Report 

This report on the expected social impacts of the proposed Copper River Highway is 

organized into six chapters. Chapter I provides an executive summary and an introduction to the 

study's purpose, scope, methods, and organization. Chapter II provides an overview of existing 

social conditions in the study area, a summary of economic impacts described in Volume I, an 

analysis of social impacts that may arise from these economic impacts, and a discussion of ways 

to mitigate selected social impacts. Some of the information in Chapters I and II summarizes 

information found in Volume I. Readers who are interested in greater detail on these areas 

should read Volume I first. 

Chapters III and IV present results of the surveys in Cordova and the Copper River 

Basin. These results focus on residents' perceptions of how their community might change with 

and without a road, and how they feel about these changes. Quotes and explanations from public 

testimony, focus groups, and interviews supplement the survey data. 

Chapter V compares certain social characteristics of Cordova with characteristics of three 

other roaded communities. This comparison is based on interviews with community professionals 

and on data that we collected for the economic comparisons as detailed in Chapter VI of the 

Economic Impact Study. Chapter V also describes the results of the Skagway survey to give 

some indication of how that community changed since being connected to the road system. 

Chapter VI uses results of surveys in eight Alaska communities to describe residents' 

attitudes toward specific policy choices concerning the proposed highway. We present the views 

of Cordova and Copper Basin residents separately. These discussions are followed by a 

description of the views of Anchorage, Fairbanks, Valdez, Seward, and Homer residents. 
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Figure 1.2 

Alternate Highway Routes 





CHAPTER Il: SOCIAL IMPACTS OF ECONOMIC CHANGE 

This chapter begins by providing an overview of current social conditions in Cordova and 

the Copper River Basin. We then summarize the economic impacts of the Copper River 

Highway project; more detail on economic impacts appears in Volume I. Next, we analyze how 

these economic changes might result in social impacts, and suggest ways to alleviate some 

negative social impacts. In Chapters III and IV, we describe the expectations and concerns 

about the proposed highway as they were expressed in response to the survey we conducted. 

Overview of Social Conditions in Cordova and the Copper Basin 

In this section, we profile existing social conditions in Cordova and the Copper River 

Basin. This profile is based on our survey results, U.S. Census data, data from state agencies, 

and information from interviews with social service professionals in the communities. 

Population Trends 

The 316 survey respondents from Cordova represent 20 percent of the 1,544 adult 

residents enumerated in the 1990 U.S. Census, and 40 percent of Cordova households. Based 

on survey results, most Cordova households (67 percent) contain two adults, and slightly more 

than half of all households (53 percent) do not have a child under the age of 18. According to 

the 1990 Census, the Cordova population looks similar in composition to our comparison coastal 

communities in median age (about 30), household composition (about three-quarters of the 

population is 18 and over), and mobility (about a third lived in the same house in 1985). 

According to U.S. Census data, Cordova grew by 61 % from 1970 to 1980, and by 12 % 

from 1980 to 1990 (see Table 5-1). This trend of high growth in the 1970s was primarily due 

to an increase in commercial fishing opportunities, an influx of newcomers searching for a 

different lifestyle in small Alaskan towns, and effects of the Prudhoe Bay oil pipeline 

construction. Cordova's population growth appears to have slowed or stopped since the mid 

1980s. It is expected that without a road the population will stabilize or begin to shrink in 

accordance with trends in the commercial fishing industry. 

Since 1980, the Copper Basin area that is part of our study area has more than doubled 

in population, from 217 to 510 people (see Volume I, Chapter VII for more detailed information 

on demographics). The population in this area is generally scattered. The 43 respondents in 

the Copper Basin survey represent 27 percent of the 161 occupied households counted in the 

1990 U.S. Census. Survey results show that Copper Basin residents have lived in their 

respective communities an average of 16 years. Almost half (48.8 percent) of the households 

contain two adults and 39.5 percent have only one adult. The remaining 12 percent have three 

or four adults. Slightly more than one third (37.2 percent) of households include someone who 

has been unemployed and looking for work in the past year. 
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Ethnicity, Senior Citizens, and Housing 

As shown in Table 2-1, between 80 and 90 percent of the residents in the study region 

communities are white. Eighty-two percent of Cordovans are white, 12 percent are Alaska 

Native, and 7 percent are Asian or Pacific Islanders. In Chitina, about half of the residents are 

white and half are Alaska Native. Residents who are 65 years old or older make up just over 

14 percent of Chitina's population and 10 percent of Tonsina's population. The other 

communities have proportionally fewer senior citizens. Vacancy rates for housing in all the 

communities are fairly low. Chitina has the highest vacancy at 11.1 percent, while Cordova has 

almost no vacancies--less than one percent of the houses are for sale, while only 3 percent of 

the rental units are vacant. This means that if the population increases, there would be a 

housing shortage and new construction would be required. 

Economy 

Cordova is, first and foremost, a commercial fishing community. According to survey 

results, at least one adult in half (50 percent) of all Cordova households worked in commercial 

fishing in 1992. Fifty-seven percent of all Cordova households have at least one adult who works 

in commercial fishing or fish processing. Commercial fishing has not been a consistent source 

of income for Cordova residents, however. As Figure 2.1 shows, earnings from fish harvesting 

have varied from over $40 million in 1987 and 1988 to an estimated $21.9 million in 1991. 

Survey results indicate that 10 percent of Cordova households had a household member who 

stopped commercial fishing in the last year. In 1992, almost one-third (32 percent) of Cordova 

households had an adult who had been unemployed and looking for work. 

Government employment accounts for the second largest component of employment in 

Cordova. Forty percent of Cordova households have at least one adult who worked for 

government in 1992. According to the Alaska Department of Labor (1992), government 

employment increased by 40 percent between 1987 and 1991. Recreation and tourism presently 

account for a relatively small part of the Cordova economy, with 16 percent of Cordova 

households having at least one person working in recreation or tourism in the last year. 

Personal use of the natural resources available in the Prince William Sound region is a 

significant contributor to the Cordova economy and culture. Over half (53 percent) of Cordova 

households harvested at least half of the meat and fish they ate in 1992. According to Alaska 

Department of Fish and Game survey data, halibut and salmon accounted for 50 percent of the 

total subsistence harvest in 1988, with deer and moose accounting for another 20 percent of the 

total harvest (Stratton 33-34). 
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Table 2.1. Population and Housing Characteristics 

I To~ 
11 

Chitina Kenny Lake Tonsina Cordova Eyak CDP 

49 I 423 I 38 I 2,110 I 172 I 
165 Years and Over 

I 
7 25 4 114 3 

(14.3%) (5.9%) (10.5%) (5.4%) (1.7%) 

White 25 377 31 1,678 156 

(51 %) (89.1 %) (81.6%) (79.5 %) (90.7%) 

Native 23 41 7 237 13 

(46.9%) (9.7%) (18.4%) (11.2%) (7.6%) 

Other 1 5 195 3 

(2%) (1.2 %) (9.2%) (1. 7%) 

Total Housing 38 253 16 895 50 

Units 

Occupied Housing 23 134 5 784 44 

Units 

Vacancy Rate 

Homeowner Vac. 11.1 % 1.0% - .7% 2.0% 

Rental Vacancy - 16.7% - 3.1 % -

Cordovan's outlook on their economy is mixed. Adults in a third of Cordova households 

(33 percent) think their household was better off in 1992 than a year earlier; another third 

(36 percent) think they were worse off. Looking toward 1993, just under half (45 percent) think 

their household will be better off, and an equal number feel their household financial condition 

will be the same as it is now. 

Many households in the Copper Basin area also depend on hunting and fishing for some 

or most of their food. The cash economy is less significant here than in Cordova: almost one 

in four adults (23 percent) are unemployed. Opportunities for employment are limited to 

government, agriculture, and tourism. Government employment accounts for almost one in five 

jobs in the region, and government jobs in rural Alaska are generally among the better-paid jobs. 

Agriculture employment is seasonal and accounts for about 5 percent of the area's total money 

income. Tourism is also seasonal and very limited. While it's difficult to measure tourist 

expenditures, the few tourist services available reflect the fact that most tourists simply drive 

through the area, purchasing goods and services in Valdez or Glennallen, or bringing all they 

need in their vehicles. 
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Figure 2.1 

Estimated Earnings from Fish Harvesting 

By Cordova Residents 

81 82 83 84 85 86 87 88 89 90 91 

Source: AK Economic Trends, Sept. '92 

See Volume I Chapter VII for more detailed information about the present economy of 

the study area. 

Social Services 

Social services in Cordova are provided through several state agencies and volunteer 

groups. Sound Alternatives, the mental health and alcohol clinic, is funded by the state and 

associated with the community hospital. It employs three full-time counselors: two work in 

mental health and one works in substance abuse. There is a high turnover rate for these 

positions. In the past three years, three different people have held the director's position (which 

is also a mental health counseling position). The other mental health counselor spends two days 

a week in the local schools as a youth counselor. 

The Cordova Community Services, part of the state Division of Social Services, employs 

one social worker whose primary work involves child protection. Early intervention services 

for families of special needs children (birth to age 3) are provided by a half-time infant learning 

coordinator/speech language pathologist funded by the Department of Health and Social Service's 

(DHHS) Division of Maternal and Child Health. The DHHS's Division of Mental Health and 

Developmental Disabilities runs a respite program for parents of children with developmental 

disabilities. 
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The Salvation Army runs a food bank and refers people to other agencies for mental 

health or substance abuse counseling. And, several churches in town, primarily the Baptist and 

Catholic churches, provide some assistance through informal counseling, donating to the 

Salvation Army, and collecting money, food, or clothing for individuals in need. The nearest 

shelter for abused women and children is the Victims of Violence Crisis Center in Valdez. There 

are no "safe houses" and no shelters for the homeless. 

Residents of the Copper Basin area primarily depend on organizations in Glennallen and 

Copper Center for social services. In Kenny Lake, the community chapel unofficially provides 

support for anyone in need until they can get help from a social worker or the hospital in 

Glennallen or the Copper River Native Association (CRNA) in Copper Center. In Chitina, the 

Chitina Health Clinic, a subsidiary of the CRNA, is the only agency in town. Their mission is 

to provide health care to Natives, but they will try to help anyone in other ways as well. Child 

abuse, neglect, or battering cases would be referred to Division of Family and Youth Services 

in Copper Center. Counselling services are referred to the hospital in Glennallen or to CRNA. 

CRNA provides alcohol, drug and mental health counselling; pays to get battered women to a 

safe place; has Indian Child Welfare Act funds to place children in Native homes if the family 

breaks apart; and provides general assistance for immediate needs, such as food or money for 

heat or rent. 

Community Cohesion 

Burkhardt and Wozny define community cohesion as " ... shared patterns of behavior and 

feelings that make a certain spatial area something more than the mere sum of its parts ... " 

(1984). Accepting this definition, we note that this is a very difficult concept to measure. 

However, from observations made in the course of reading public testimony, conducting focus 

groups and interviews, it is clear that Cordovans share a strong attachment to their community. 

This is evidenced by their choice of Cordova as a place to live and their strong feelings about 

the proposed highway. Cordovans are not indifferent about their community and about issues 

that affect their community. This community cohesion is what binds Cordovans and what 

divides them. So, for example, they can effectively come together as a community to respond 

to a crisis like the Exxon Valdez oil spill, and they can be split evenly over the long-running 

highway debate. 

Kenny Lake residents and Chitina residents also tend to form a cohesive community 

because their relative isolation from larger communities and the attendant services and 

infrastructures force them to rely more on each other. The population of Natives in Chitina also 

form a cohesiveness through the shared cultural traditions. However, many Copper River Basin 

residents chose to move to a smaller less organized community in search of an individualist 

lifestyle. Like Cordovans, they tend to have very strong feelings about changes which might 

affect their chosen lifestyle, and differing opinions about what constitutes good vs. bad change. 

Overall, social conditions in Cordova are influenced by uncertainties about commercial 

fishing prospects, memories of the Exxon Valdez oil spill, and continuing debates about the 

Copper River Highway. Against this backdrop of stressful circumstances, indications are that 

life in Cordova is not dissimilar to that in other Southcentral communities. We compare 

economic conditions in roaded and non-roaded coastal communities in Volume I Chapter VI, and 
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we compare selected social conditions between Cordova and three coastal communities connected 

by highway in Chapter V of this volume. 

Summary of Economic Effects 

What follows is a brief summary of the most important economic impacts of the Copper 

River Highway. For a more detailed discussion of these impacts, plus information on 

methodology and assumptions, readers are referred to Volume I. 

General Economic Impacts 

The future of Cordova is highly uncertain, both with and without a road. No one can 

predict accurately the future of a small community which is heavily dependent on fisheries, state 

spending and--potentially--tourism. To illustrate what may happen, our economic analysis 

included low, medium and high projections for future employment and population in Cordova 

over the next twenty-five years. The following discussion is based on the medium projections, 

which are our best guess. 

Without a highway, Cordova 's employment and population would decline slightly from 

1990 levels. In our medium projections, both employment and population decrease by 22% by 

2015. This is the result of declines in fishing, fish processing, and state spending, which are 

not offset by tourism growth or resource development. 

The proposed highway would have a moderate impact on the economy of Cordova. The 

highway could help to offset a potential decline, but it would not turn Cordova into a boom 

town. The economic impacts of the highway on Cordova would occur primarily as a result of 

visits to the region by tourists and recreation visitors. The bulk of new employment would be 

seasonal jobs. Commercial fishing and fish processing, and resource development, would not 

be affected by the highway. 

The highway would result in substantial growth in summer tourists to Cordova. These 

visitors would have only a modest economic impact; our best guess is that, in the winter, 

Cordova would remain much as it is today. 

Passenger Transportation 

Travel from Cordova to Anchorage on the Copper River Highway would take about as 

long as traveling by ferry and road via Whittier. The cost would be slightly lower than travel 

by ferry or air. Cost savings from traveling on the Copper River Highway would be greater 

with smaller cars and more people traveling together. 

Different methods and assumptions lead to widely varying projections of Copper River 

Highway traffic. Our "best guess" projections are for annual average daily traffic of 191 cars 

per day in year 1 and 250 in year 20. 
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By far the largest share of highway use would be accounted for by travel by non-local 

Alaskans in the summer. Cordova residents would account for only a small share of total 

highway use; non-Alaska residents would account for an even smaller share. We estimated that 

Anchorage and Fairbanks adults would drive to Cordova once every two to four years, on 

average. Although residents of other communities would use the highway less frequently than 

Cordova residents, there are so many more of them that they would account for most of the 

traffic. In addition, the increase of traffic over time is due almost entirely to projected increases 

in Anchorage's population. 

Construction of the Copper River Highway might lead to stable or expanded summer ferry 

service but reduced winter ferry service. Although the proposal is for a year-round highway, 

84 percent of our Cordova survey respondents said that they thought the highway would be 

closed part or all of the winter because of heavy snowfall, high winds, avalanches, and the 

resulting high costs of maintenance. If the highway does remain open in winter, then it would 

be used instead of the ferry. As demand decreases and costs increase, winter ferry service 

would likely be reduced or eliminated. In summer, the highway would complement ferry 

service. As tourism grows, especially the number of tourists making the ferry/road loop, 

summer ferry service to Cordova would probably stay the same or increase. 

Construction of the highway would not likely affect air service. Survey results indicate 

that the highway would not be considered a substitute for air travel. In addition, the federal 

Essential Air Service subsidy is not contingent on road access and has recently been extended 

to the end of this century. 
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Freight Transportation Costs 

If the highway were built, the most likely substitution of freight would be from the ferry 

to the highway. In addition to a potential slight cost advantage, the highway would likely be 

more convenient and flexible than the ferry in summer. Transporting freight on the road in 

winter would be less likely to occur because of severe weather and the potential for closures. 

Barge transportation would probably continue to be used for large volumes of freight to and 

from Seattle, as well as for fuel shipments. 

Hauling freight by truck over the Copper River Highway could save between zero and 

twenty percent of the cost of shipping freight by truck and ferry. Freight tariffs and the potential 

cost savings from highway shipment vary widely depending upon the size of the load, the type 

of commodity hauled, the regularity of shipments, and the origin of the shipment. 

Tourism 

Without a highway, tourism to Cordova will probably grow only gradually. If a highway 

were built, the number of visitors travelling to Cordova would grow rapidly, even under 

conservative assumptions. About two-thirds of these additional tourists would be Alaska 

residents traveling by road. About one quarter would be visitors from outside Alaska travelling 

by road. Only about 10 to 20 percent would come from cruise ships and package tours. 

Building a highway would not automatically mean that visits by non-Alaskans would grow 

to the same levels as in other Alaska communities. Cordova would continue to compete with 

other coastal Alaska communities for these tourists. Other factors such as the overall growth 

in the number of visitors to Alaska, decisions of the major cruise lines about which Alaska 

attractions to develop and market, and the development and marketing of Wrangell-St. Elias 

National Park will influence growth, regardless of whether the highway is built. 

The highway would not irifluence the number of medium-sized or large cruise ships that 

visit Cordova. With the highway, most non-Alaskan visitors to Cordova are likely to arrive by 

automobile or ferry. Medium-sized cruise ships (about 500 passengers) will probably begin to 

visit Cordova soon, regardless of whether the highway is built. And large cruise ships (more 

than 1000 passengers) will not call at Cordova soon. Even if a deep water dock were 

constructed, Cordova would still have several disadvantages, including extra steaming distance 

from College Fjord, lack of immediately accessible high-volume attractions, and lack of name 

recognition. 

Hunting, Fishing and Outdoor Recreation 

Because it would increase access, construction of the Copper River Highway would lead 

to a two to three-fold increase in fishing trips by non-local residents to the Cordova area. The 

Copper River Delta is an area of high biological productivity; its world-renowned hunting and 

fishing opportunities currently attract three to four thousand sportsmen each year from other 

parts of Alaska, the U.S. and foreign countries. With the highway's increased access, Cordova 

residents would face substantial increased competition for fish and game. The most affected fish 
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species would be coho, which is now the most important sport and subsistence fish. In addition, 

we estimate a 20 percent increase in demand for moose hunting permits. 

Commercial Fishing 

With or without a highway, our best guess is that Cordova 's commercial fishing and fish 

processing industry will decline by about 25 percent from 1990 levels over the next 25 years 

because of lower salmon prices and shifts in processing and harvesting away from Cordova. 

We project that the highway would not substantially change the economics of fish 

processing in Cordova. Most processing supplies and processed fish would continue to be 

shipped by water and air rather than by highway. 

We do not expect the Copper River Highway to bring conflicts between commercial and 

sport fisheries as significant as have occurred in Cook Inlet. The primary pressure from sport 

fishing will be on halibut and coho, not the species targeted by the commercial fleet. And, the 

Chitina dip-net fishery already provides for substantial non-commercial harvests of Copper River 

red salmon with public road access. 

Public Services 

The Copper River Highway could increase demands for public service by highway 

travellers, visitors to Cordova, and Cordova residents. Most increased demands for public 

services by visitors would occur in the summer, when Cordova is already crowded with seasonal 

fishermen and fish processing workers. Increased numbers of vehicles could lead to crowding 

of city roads and parking lots, especially near the harbor. Demand for harbor slips by charter 

operators and recreational boaters could cause crowding at Cordova's small boat harbor, 

affecting commercial fishing operations. Highway travellers would increase demands upon EMS 

units in Cordova, Glennallen, and/or Valdez. 

Expected Social Impacts 

Many of our projected economic impacts can lead to social impacts on the communities 

in our study region. Below is a discussion of some social impacts which are most likely to 

result from changes to the area's economy. However, social impacts are as much a result of 

perceived effects as they are of actual effects. Because of the importance of people's perceptions 

and beliefs about impacts, we have devoted much of this Volume--Chapter III, IV and VI--to 

residents' perceptions, concerns, and preferences of social change resulting from the highway. 

Effects of Traffic Increases 

One of the most significant findings of the economic impact analysis was the estimates 

of increasing numbers of non-local Alaskans travelling to Cordova in the summer. Using the 

results of the survey, we estimate that, in the medium case, summer non-local traffic would 
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average over 400 cars per day. Using the more reliable estimates from our model, we estimate 

that the annual average for all types of highway traffic would be 156 cars per day. (See Volume 

I Chapter XX for more detail on traffic estimates.) 

This increase in traffic could result in several social impacts, the most direct of which 

are increased car accidents in town and along the highway; street congestion and parking 

problems in Cordova and Chitina (if the road follows the Wood Canyon route),· harbor 

congestion in Cordova; and roadside pollution in Cordova and along the highway. All of these 

impacts would occur almost exclusively in the summer, when our traffic projections show the 

greatest increases. This would exacerbate existing summertime traffic increases that result from 

the influx of commercial fishermen and cannery workers. Alaska State Troopers estimate that 

they would need at least one full-time trooper to cover the highway; this trooper would most 

likely be based in Cordova. 

Accidents Along the Highway 

Along with increased traffic comes increased risks of accidents. But what is the extent 

of accident risk along the proposed highway? To estimate the number of traffic accidents that 

would occur along the Copper River Highway, we calculated the accident rate per million 

vehicle miles traveled (VMT) based on Alaska traffic accident statistics from 1981 through 1990 

(DOT&PF, Alaska Traffic Accidents 1990). We then used these accident rates and our 

estimates of vehicle traffic to calculate estimates for the Copper River Highway. These 

estimates are comparable to estimates based on the annual accident rate for the Richardson 

Highway between Glennallen and Valdez, when adjusted for differences in vehicle traffic 

(Sorenson, personal communication). 

Even though the proposed highway is on terrain comparable to the Richardson, our 

estimates are still relatively conservative, given that the proposed highway won't be paved, 

traverses difficult terrain, and will be further from medical services. Over a 20 year period, we 

estimate there would be 560 accidents along the highway, or an average of 28 per year. Of 

these, one in four (140) would result in i'njuries,· the rest (420) would result in property damage 

only. In addition, we estimate these accidents would cause four deaths over a 20-year period. 

One effect of increased accidents along the highway would be increased demand for 

emergency medical services. As discussed more fully in Volume I Chapter XVIII, there is no 

statewide agency that would guarantee these services. Providing these services along the 

highway would fall to volunteer squads in Glennallen or Cordova, if they chose to extend their 

service area. The Glennallen squad is already at its limits by servicing Chitina 60 miles away, 

so it is unlikely they could respond to emergency calls past Chitina. 

While the Cordova squad could decide to handle calls the length of the road, this would 

create a problem both for responding to these remote calls and being available for calls in the 

community. The Cordova unit is already stretched thin. EMS personnel speak of the "golden 

hour"--they try to reach victims within an hour. Any longer than that and the chances of a 

successful rescue greatly decrease. Once an emergency squad was notified, it could take 2 hours 

to reach some locations in good weather. Air evacuation from Anchorage would take at least 

another 2 hours. Since a rescue out the road could easily take half a day, then emergency calls 
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within the city might not be responded to as quickly. So, not only would travellers on the 

highway be at increased risk, but residents of Cordova would also be at increased risk for not 

receiving emergency medical services in time. 

Street Congestion & Parking 

As more cars, recreational vehicles, trucks, and busses come down the highway into 

Cordova, residents will have to deal with more traffic and congestion at intersections. Increased 

traffic in town could lead to safety concerns over the increased risk of accidents. Focus group 

participants, for example, noted that more traffic would make it less safe for their children to 

walk to school and other activities. 

Parking will also become more of a problem, both for the visitors and for residents who 

are going about their daily business. Using data from the Department of Motor Vehicles (see 

Volume I, Chapter XVIII) we estimate that Cordova is just at or slightly over its parking and 

traffic capacity. In the summer, the number of vehicles already increases by about 13 percent 

as seasonal workers and out-of-town fishermen arrive. Our projected traffic increases, which 

are also almost exclusively in the summer, would exceed the city's parking lot capacity. 

If the Wood Canyon route is selected, then increased traffic would also affect Copper 

Basin communities, in particular Chitina. Our traffic projections would nearly double the 

current traffic counts for these communities. Already, some Chitina residents have reported 

summer traffic problems in 1991 and 1992 as the dipnet fishery grew in popularity. 

Harbor Congestion 

Parking may be even more of a problem in the harbor area, based on the experiences of 

Homer and Seward, and the comments of Cordova's Harbor Master. Many tourists will drive 

to Cordova to take a fishing charter or their own boat out into Prince William Sound. The 

harbor, which is already near capacity, may also become congested. Though declines in 

commercial fishing as forecasted in our mid and low cases would make some slips available, 

tourist growth in all three cases would lead to increased demand for slips, both for charters and 

pleasure boats owned by non-locals. This congestion and demand for slips could affect 

commercial fishing operations as well as locally-owned charters and pleasure boat harbor use. 

However, because we were unable to estimate the number of slips made available by decreases 

in the fishing fleet and the number of pleasure boats that would require slips, the extent of 

increased harbor congestion is unclear. 

Pollution 

Focus group comments and public testimony suggest that many residents are concerned 

about pollution along the road from increased tourism. Our traffic estimates suggest this is a 

valid concern. Simply, more vehicles on the road means more trash on the side of the road. 

In addition to the litter, residents expressed concerns about grey water from RV's, oil spills, and 

human feces. If the Wood Canyon route is selected, the lack of water and sewer in Kenny 

Lake and Chitina would make it difficult for the private sector to provide needed traveller 

services such as rest stops. 
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Effects of Increased Hunting and Fishing Competition 

Another significant finding of the economic analysis is that the highway could lead to a 

two to three-fold increase in fishing trips by non-local Alaskans. Because the Copper River 

Delta is already known for its hunting and fishing opportunities, we project that this increase 

would occur in the first few years after the highway is open. The majority of these anglers 

would be targeting coho (silver) salmon and halibut. 

This fishing pressure on coho stocks, particularly in the Eyak River, may affect 

Cordovans' ability to harvest salmon for personal use. Cordovans may have to travel farther 

to harvest coho, or may have to switch to other species, such as sockeye salmon, to obtain 

adequate amounts of traditional food supplies. In other words, the highway would indirectly 

affect the nature of subsistence and sport fishing in Cordova. 

Our analysis concludes that there would be no significant change to the existing dipnet 

fishery in Chitina, primarily because highway construction would not improve access to that 

fishery. In the same way, hunting opportunites would not change significantly for Copper Basin 

residents, except that they could travel down the highway to hunt on the delta. However, it 

could also be argued that the greater variety of opportunities brought by the highway may attract 

more dipnetters to the area. 

Of the big game hunted in the Copper River Delta (moose, deer, black bear, brown bear, 

goat and sheep) only moose hunting would be significantly affected by highway construction. 

Access to hunting areas for other species is primarily by boat or plane, so the highway would 

not improve access to these species. The pressure on moose hunting along the road corridor, 

however, would increase: we estimate that the number of moose permit applicants would 

increase by 20 to 23 percent, depending on which route is selected. This would mean that, with 

a random draw, about 26 fewer Cordova residents would obtain permits. As a result, some 

Cordovans who depend on moose for food supplies may be unable to obtain a permit. 

Besides making it more difficult for Cordovans to get.fish and game for personal use, the 

advent of more sport fishing could also result in changes to the existing fish and game 

regulations, such as shortening the season, decreasing the bag limit, or instituting stricter 

permitting requirements. Focus group and public testimony comments suggest that such changes 

in the ease of getting fish and game could affect the social structure and well-being of the 

community. Mental health impacts could result from a frustration over changes in subsistence 

opportunities. And those who have chosen to live in Cordova to pursue a self-sufficient lifestyle 

might find continuing to harvest fish and game so much more limiting that they would either 

discontinue doing it and therefore need to increase their income to buy food, or they would 

decide to move. 

Effects on Other Social Conditions 

While the most likely social impacts would stem from increased sport fishing and 

increased traffic, other social impacts could also result. Our economic analysis suggests that 

other social conditions would be affected to a lesser degree. However, as noted earlier, public 
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perceptions of social change constitute significant impacts. And, as the results from our survey 

show, residents in our study area have far more concerns about social impacts than is evident 

from the effects of our economic impact analysis. Below is a discussion of other social 

conditions which would be somewhat affected by the Copper River Highway project. 

Selected Social Conditions 

Our discussions in Chapter V go into detail on selected social impacts that were identified 

by focus groups and public testimony as important concerns. These include outmigration of 

young adults, interschool activities, importation of drugs, transience, and levels of crime. In 

general, our comparison of these current social conditions in Cordova, Homer, Seward, and 

Skagway show little differences that can be related to road access. Only the number of 

interschool activities seemed significantly different between Cordova and the roaded 

communities. "ff the highway were open year-round and maintained in good condition, then it 

might result in more interschool activities for Cordova students. However, the transportation 

alternative, increased ferry service, could also increase opportunities for interschool activities. 

For many of the other social conditions we compared, the size of the community seems 

to be the most important factor. Thus, if the highway were to significantly increase the 

population of Cordova (as projected in the high case) then corresponding increases might be 

observed in the levels and types of crime, the importation of drugs, and transience. 

Population Trends 

The economic analysis does not project significant increases in the year-round population 

of either Cordova or the Copper Basin communities. Employment projections show that the 

great majority of increases are in summer tourism jobs in Cordova. Many of these seasonal 

workers may, like some of those who commercial fish out of Cordova, choose to live elsewhere 

in the winter. Thus, while seasonal employment in our medium case increases by 40% by 2015, 

the population increases by only 20 percent. (See Volume I Chapter XVII.) 

Ethnicity, Senior Citizens, and Housing 

The Wood Canyon Alternative would require the relocation of only two residences, both 

of which are on the highway right-of-way. Because relocation is minimal, construction itself 

would not change the age or ethnic makeup of the communities, nor would it immediately affect 

the availability of housing. Even in the long term, there are no indications from all three cases 

that the highway project would result in any significant changes in the age and ethnicity of the 

population. However, housing vacancies are so low in Cordova that any increase in population, 

no matter how slight or seasonal, would require new housing construction. 

Social Services 

Because our medium case doesn't predict much of an increase in resident populations, 

we don't expect social services to be affected significantly. However, there could be some 

initial and seasonal increases in demand. In the summer, as the population swells with seasonal 

tourism workers and the streets have increased tourist traffic, social services could see increases 
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in demand. Our review of existing social services in Cordova and the Copper Basin indicates 

that these services are already stretched thin and may not be able to absorb even a slight increase 

in demand. 

Experiences in other Alaska communities who share some of Cordova's characteristics 

may be useful in explaining what may happen in social services. According to interviews with 

mental health counselors in Seward and Homer, the main factors that affect demands on their 

services are major crises, the weather and seasonal changes, increases in population, and 

increases in tourism. As the town's population increases, residents must compete more for 

existing levels of service. This causes resentment and frustration towards newcomers, especially 

those who come looking for work. To the extent that transience increases in summer as people 

come looking for seasonal work, the demands on social services increase as the transients bring 

their own problems and create problems--increased alcoholism, frustration over not finding 

work, petty theft, and physical abuse. Local residents can also be negatively affected by 

increased tourism. A large influx of tourists can wear on local residents by the end of summer, 

increasing their stress level. 

So, if the highway increases the resident population of Cordova and causes more summer 

transience and tourism, then the demands on social services could increase significantly. While 

our medium case estimates do not show significant increases in population, the projected 

increase in traffic and tourists could result in impacts to social services. 

Community Cohesion 

Because the project requires minimal physical relocation of residents and doesn't 

physically divide the town with a highway, we doubt the project would have any immediate 

impact on community cohesion. In fact, whatever effect this project has on community cohesion 

is already evident in the way the town has been nearly equally divided for decades over whether 

or not to build the highway. It is the debate itself which has affected community cohesion. 

Therefore, it is doubtful that actually building the highway would further decrease community 

cohesion. 

If, under the high scenario, the population of Cordova were to increase very much or 

very rapidly, community cohesion might suffer. Cordovans' "shared patterns of behavior and 

feelings" might deteriorate with an influx of newcomers that changes the social makeup of the 

town. Many current residents have emphasized that they moved to Cordova in part because of 

its isolation; newcomers who arrive along with the highway's increased accessibility would likely 

be choosing to move to town for different reasons. These differences could translate into 

differences of opinions about the town's future. However, it should be noted that many current 

residents (the roughly half who want the highway) have different opinions about Cordova' s 

future than those who prefer Cordova's relative isolation. 
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Quality of Life 

"Quality of life" is at best an elusive term, yet because it is extremely important to 

residents, we need to consider it. As comments in our focus groups illustrated, this term means 

different things to different people: what could be a decrease in quality of life for one could be 

an increase in quality of life for another. As discussed in Volume I Chapter XVII, how people 

perceive their quality of life could have economic impacts which could alter who lives in the 

town. But what are some indicators people use to determine the quality of life in their 

community? Indicators that came up in focus groups and that might be affected by the highway 

include the cost of living, the number of strangers in town, and the relative isolation. We present 

a detailed discussion of resident perceptions and expectations in Chapters 3 and 4. The following 

is a more general discussion of resident views derived from the focus groups. 

Because the highway could lower costs for certain kinds of freight shipments to Cordova, 

the cost of living in Cordova might decrease. In particular, certain food items and building 

materials might be less expensive. The cost of travel could also decrease for some residents who 

choose to drive the highway rather than fly or take the ferry, especially if they use a small car 

and travel with several people in the car. For many residents, a lower cost of living translates 

into improved quality of life. Their real incomes would be higher, and they would have more 

choices about how to spend that "extra" money: on better food, vacations, new cars, etc. 

Because the highway would bring more traffic, tourists, and, to a lesser extent, new 

residents to town, the community would be more crowded. Many residents feel that this 

crowding would make the town less enjoyable. In fact, police officers in both Skagway and 

Seward commented on the effects of huge influxes of tourists. Skagway becomes "wall-to-wall 

people" when crusie ships dock, and Seward was overwhelmed and unprepared when 35,000 

tourists arrived for July 4th weekend. Many Cordovans don't want their town to become as 

crowded in the summer as Skagway, Seward, or Homer. 

Many residents also don't like the idea of more strangers in town, be they tourists, 

transients, or new residents. They feel their quality of life is higher if they know most of the 

people in town, because then they can feel more secure about letting their children walk around 

town alone or leaving their cars and houses unlocked. With more strangers come more fears, 

thus reducing their quality of life. 

However, some residents see an influx of new people as a good thing. Insofar as tourists 

improve the economy of the town, they might improve the incomes of some residents and 

increase the number of job opportunities. This would, they believe, allow some people to be 

able to stay in Cordova rather than leaving because they can't make a sufficient living. More 

people, then, would increase the quality of their lives. 

There are also two different sets of perceptions about decreasing the relative isolation of 

Cordova. By improving access, some say, the highway would allow them to get out of town 

more, thus reducing "cabin fever" and giving them more opportunities to experience events in 

and socialize with other communities. However, many residents say they moved to Cordova 

because of its isolation. They feel that increased accessibility would change the town in ways 
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that would make it more like the places they left, thus erasing the very reasons they moved to 

Cordova. 

Mitigation of Social Impacts 

In this section, we discuss some ways that certain social impacts resulting from the 

highway could be alleviated. There are certain restrictions on any discussion of mitigation of 

social impacts. First, as noted in the previous section, what may be a problem to one person 

may be a benefit to another. So, we have tried to focus suggested mitigation measure on those 

areas which most people would agree are negative impacts. This means that some impacts are 

not discussed. Second, no amount of mitigation will eliminate negative impacts of the highway; 

they will simply lessen them. Some impacts are not mitigable, and some are only partly 

mitigable. So, even if every one of our proposed mitigation measures were undertaken, there 

would still be negative social impacts from the Copper River Highway. 

Traffic 

As stated earlier, increased traffic (especially in summer by non-local Alaskans) would 

result in several social impacts. Some measures could be taken to reduce these impacts on study 

area communities and on the travellers themselves. 

Safety Along the Highway 

According to our estimates, increased traffic along the highway would result in 25 or 

more accidents per year, of which at least 7 will be severe enough to require medical services. 

However, emergency medical services in Glennallen and Cordova may not be able (or may 

decline) to provide their service the length of the highway. Several measures can be taken to 

lessen this problem: 

1. Provide emergency telephones along the highway for stranded or injured 

travellers. 

2. Ensure that travellers are aware that, as long as the area remains unsettled, 

medical services are several hours away in some locations. Travellers would then 

at least understand the risk, and could take some precautions to avoid accidents 

and handle minor emergencies. 

3. Provide necessary increases in state trooper patrols to adequately cover the 

highway. This could help reduce the number of accidents, as well as assisting 

stranded motorists. 

Street Congestion and Parking 

In Cordova, the increased traffic from highway travellers will come at a time--summer-

when traffic in town already increases because of the influx of fishermen and other seasonal 

workers. Interviews with the police chief and city planner indicate that parking is already a 
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problem in town, and the city planning commission has already discussed different ways to 

alleviate parking problems even if the highway is not completed. However, the city doesn't yet 

have a plan for improving parking. 

They do have space to add parking; besides some private lots downtown that could be 

used for parking, several lots on the Waterfront Commercial Park (harbor dredging fill area) 

have been set aside for parking. This area is already used somewhat informally for harbor 

parking and seems to be the best single option for alleviating both existing parking pressures and 

those that might result from the highway. The problem is that the city of Cordova has no funds 

for parking improvement projects. Therefore, the primary mitigation strategy is to make funds 

available for developing new parking locations. Funds could come from the state or could be 

raised by the city through the use of summer-only parking meters. The feasibility of raising 

enough money through parking meters can't be analyzed until the cost of additional parking is 

determined. 

Pollution 

Increased traffic will also bring problems of litter, water pollution, and human waste 

along the road. The Department of Natural Resource's Division of Parks and Outdoor 

Recreation has suggested that the highway construction project include 8 facilities with latrines 

and dumpsters. These facilities would require frequent refuse removal to minimize dispersal by 

birds and bears, and to avoid "garbage" bears and their encounters with humans. While these 

facilities may be enough to mitigate concerns about pollution, the proposed facilities should 

include a site in or near Chitina if the Wood Canyon route is selected. As mentioned earlier, 

limitations on water and sewer might deter private enterprize from filling this need for travellers. 

Also, even though these facilities might be adequate, there will still be a certain amount of litter 

along the highway from travellers who don't bother to use the dumpsters and latrines. The state 

should consider how to deal with this pollution problem. 

Hunting and Fishing Competition 

Alleviating the effects of increased fish and game competition is important for many 

aspects of social impacts; however, there isn't any clear cut way to do it. Up until now, the 

lack of access is what has protected fish and game for Cordovans. With a highway, increased 

fish and game competition means that Cordovans get less of the total catch for their personal 

use. The species that could be less available to Cordovans are coho salmon, halibut, and moose. 

Even though the Copper River Delta is part of a national forest, both moose hunting and fishing 

in navigable waters is regulated by the state. According to current state law, all state residents 

are considered subsistence users. Therefore, Fairbanks residents have as much right to 

subsistence fish on the Copper River as do Cordovans. Since the increased pressure will come 

from non-local Alaskans, the state subsistence law does not provide a way to secure a certain 

amount of fish and game for Cordovans only. 

One option we investigated was the use of Tier 2 regulations for the allocation of hunting 

opportunities. Under Tier 2 regulations, hunting opportunities are allocated on the basis of past 

resource use and dependence and local residency of individual applications among other factors. 

However, this option doesn't appear feasible because the Department of Fish and Game is 
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already having difficulty administering those areas set up as Tier 2. Essentially, the permits are 

difficult to evaluate and verify. The Board Game is in the process of changing the permit criteria 

for Tier 2. 

Another way to alleviate this increased competition is to ensure adequate enforcement of 

existing fish and game regulations. Participants in several focus groups pointed out that fish and 

game enforcement along the Copper River is already thin; with more people targeting the 

resources, the state should increase enforcement, especially in prime hunting and.fishing areas, 

such as the Eyak River. 

Social Services 

Our review of available social services in the study area indicates that even a slight 

increase in demand might be difficult to meet. In Cordova, an increase in summer mental health 

needs could possibly be met by existing counselors; the counselor who spends two days a week 

as a school counselor has a lighter load after school lets out for the summer. However, the 

director of the clinic said the community already needs another counselor, and she is working 

to get funding for a family therapist, whether or not the highway is built. The clinic's state 

funds wouldn't be affected by the highway; other factors such as the state economy affect their 

funding levels. 

At this point, the clinic has no plans for dealing with changes that would result from a 

road. However, if the road does increase their case load, then the state should consider funding 

at least one other position in mental health/substance abuse counseling. The infant learning 

coordinator may also have a difficult time meeting any increased need. The agency estimates 

that 10 percent of all children require their services; any population increase would 

proportionally increase demand for these services. A demand increase in summer would be 

added to an ongoing summer increase. In addition, the level of social services in Chitina may 

need to increase if the Wood Canyon route is selected. Please refer to Volume I Chapter XVIII 

for other possible mitigation measures regarding public services. 
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CHAPTER Ill: CORDOVA PUBLIC EXPECTATIONS AND CONCERNS 

We chose to primarily focus our analysis of social impacts on the expectations area 

residents have for change. We think that these expectations have been and will continue to be 

the principal social impact of the proposed Copper River Highway. Whether or not completion 

of the highway would fulfill these expectations is important to long-run social impacts; in the 

short run, however, the expectations themselves are of primary concern. 

As we explained earlier, social impacts can result from perceived effects as well as from 

actual effects of a project like the proposed Copper River Highway. In order to gain knowledge 

of the perceptions of Cordova residents, we conducted a telephone survey of Cordova adults 

designed to learn more about five broad topics: 

Expected changes in Cordova with and without a highway; 

Goals for Cordova as a community; 

Policy preferences for Cordova transportation options; 

Current travel patterns between Cordova and other communities; 

Expected use of a Copper River Highway. 

We also conducted a mail survey with telephone follow-ups of people who do not live in 

Cordova year-round but who berth their vessels in Cordova much of the year. Results from the 

vessel owner survey appear in this chapter and in Chapter VI. 

Interviewers, trained by ISER, spoke with a probability sample 316 residents of Cordova 

during the month of November. Results reported in this and subsequent chapters are subject to 

maximum sampling errors of plus or minus five percent. This means, for example, that if we 

report that 43 percent of Cordova residents think that the year-round population will remain the 

same if the highway is not completed, repeated surveys would be expected to yield comparable 

estimates of between 38 percent and 48 percent. Details of the survey methodology are given 

in Appendix B. 

Road, Ferry, and Air Service Changes 

In order to determine Cordovans' perceptions of how the proposed highway or 

transportation alternatives would change transportation services, we asked several questions 

concerning the proposed highway, current and future ferry service, and current and future air 

service. More discussion and survey results of attitudes about current air and ferry service can 

be found in Chapter X of the Economic Impact Study. 
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Figure 3.1 
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As Figure 3.1 shows, the vast majority of Cordovans feel that the current air service is 

comfortable (94 percent) and easy (93 percent), with convenient schedules (89 percent) and 

reliable departure times (87 percent). The only negative aspect of air service was the price: 

fifty-seven percent described air service as expensive. 

Ferry service 

We asked Cordovans about winter and summer ferry service separately, since schedules 

vary seasonally. Results are shown in Figures 3. 2 and 3. 3. Perceptions of current ferry service 

are similar for several aspects of winter and summer ferry service. Cordovans think both winter 

and summer ferry service is affordable (73 percent in winter; 61 percent in summer) and 

comfortable (68 percent in winter;, 63 percent in summer), but with inconvenient schedules, 

(68 percent in winter; 62 percent in summer). And, while three-fourths (76 percent) believe 

winter ferry service has too few trips, only 61 percent believe this for summer ferry service. 

Summer ferry service has two marked advantages over winter ferry service. Cordovans 

think summer ferry service has more reliable departure times as compared to winter ferry 

service--75 percent think summer ferry service had reliable departure times, as compared to only 

40 percent for winter ferry service. Another aspect of summer ferry service which Cordovans 

view as favorable is the convenience of routes. For summer service, 73 percent think routes are 

convenient; for winter, only 56 percent think routes are convenient. 

The last aspects of current ferry service about which we asked concerned the ease of 

getting space--getting a passenger ticket, finding a place to sit, and getting car space. In these 
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Figure 3.2 
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aspects, Cordovans viewed summer ferry service as being more difficult than winter ferry 

service. The biggest difference is in getting car space. For winter ferries, 86 percent think it is 

easy to get car space; for summer ferries, that percent drops to 39 percent. Getting a passenger 

ticket is seen as easy by 93 percent for winter service and by 77 percent for summer service. 

Finally, winter ferry service is believed to be easier than summer for finding a place to sit once 

a passenger ticket is purchased: 91 percent for winter as compared to 72 percent in summer. 

Expectations for summer and winter use of the highway 

Based on our focus group discussions, we expected that Cordovans' views on what would 

happen to ferry and air service would depend in part on how much of the year they thought the 

highway would be open. As illustrated in Figure 3.4, the majority (57 percent) believe the 

highway will be closed all winter, and just over a quarter (27 percent) believe the highway will 

be closed part of the winter. Only 14 percent believe it will be open year-round, except for 

occasional weather closures. The question of whether the Copper River Highway would be open 

year-round is prevalent in public testimony, interviews, and focus group discussions. Many 

strongly believe it won't be feasible to keep it open in summer, much less in winter. Said one 

resident: 
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Figure 3,3 
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The possibility of keeping rhe proposed road open in winrer or summer is slim as 
any roads along these umamed rivers wash ow. Even in rhe railroad days, they 
could not keep the train running because of wearher conditions and winds across 
and along the Copper River in this area. 111e Train actually blew off rhe track inro 

the Copper River. Clara Yan Den Broek, 1992 

I worked road construction all my life, and I worked on the road we have here 
now, through mile 75. We had, in some years, ro close in September because of 
the drifts of snow being impassible. Drifts can Jann in 15 minures to a size so 
large that you have to have huge equipment to move it. In as shon as 15 minutes 
time, the road could be impassible to a 4-wheel drive vehicle. That makes things 
very dangerous. Winds have been registered at 150 miles per hour at the Million 
Dollar Bridge .. A pickup left of the Mile 27 bridge overnight had to have all the 
glass replaced because the high winds sandblasted the vehicle so you couldn't see 
out of the class. During the heavy snow years between Mile 27 and 28 (Brown 
Island), there was a measured 60 foot deep snow drift. Three miles on Long 
Island had snow drifts 35 feet deep. Both of these last two incidents were on May 
15. Survey respondent. 
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In all of the focus groups, participants were 

concerned with this question. In general, 

many of the effects seen as favorable were 

seen as dependant on the highway being 

open most of the year. For example, many 

focus group participants thought the cost of 

groceries and other goods would decrease 

with the highway because of the addition of 

trucking as a transportation option. 

However, if the highway were closed for a 

significant part of the year, Cordovans could 

not depend on trucking. Thus, those that 

believe the highway will not be open in 

winter don't think the cost of goods will 

decrease as a result of the highway. 

Also, the safety of the winter road 

was a prevalent issue at the focus groups 

and in testimony. One Cordova resident 

voiced her concerns: 

What would happen if I broke 

down on this highway? 

Would I freeze to death and 

be found in the spring? 

Gloria Clarke, 1992 

Figure 3.4 

ROAD ACCESSIBILITY-CORDOVA 
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Expected Effects of Highway on Ferry and Air Services 

We asked Cordovans what they think the proposed highway would mean for ferry and 

air service in the future. Since we knew people have varying ideas on how much of the year the 

highway would be open, we asked them to accept assumptions about the road for the purpose 

of finding out how they think either a road open year-round or a road closed for part of the 

winter would affect ferry and air service. 

Regardless of whether Cordovans are asked to assume that the highway would be open 

year-round or that it would be closed part of the winter, most agree (63 percent with a year

round road; 76 percent with a road closed part of the winter) that jet service will be the same 

(see Figure 3.5). One-in-four residents (24 percent), however, think that a year-round road will 

result in a decrease in air service. Focus group participants explained that they think that the 

federal subsidy for jet service will be discontinued. 
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Figure 3.5 
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Almost half ( 4 7 percent) of Cordovans think that ferry service will decrease if the 

highway is open year-round. A group of local Cordovans recently stated: 

According to the Alaska Marine Highway staff, the MIV Bartlett exists in Prince 

William Sound because of Cordova and the fact that Cordova does not have a 

road. Alternatives for Cordova, 1991. 

Only one in five (21 percent) think ferry service will decrease if the highway is closed part of 

the winter. Nearly half (47 percent) believe a year-round road would cause a decrease in winter 

ferry service; fewer respondents (42 percent) believe a year-round road would decrease summer 

ferry service. 

The survey did not ask Cordovans perceptions about changes in transportation services 

if the third alternative, improved ferry service, were implemented instead of the Copper River 

Highway. However, focus group comments suggest that implementing this alternative would 

address many of the concerns about current ferry service--the number of trips, the reliability of 

departure times, the ease of getting space, and the convenience of routes and schedules would 

all improve. 

Industry Changes 

In order to understand how Cordovans expect a highway to change their community, we 

asked our respondents to describe how they thought Cordova would change over the next ten 

years. They were first asked about changes assuming the Copper River Highway is not built; 

they were then asked the same questions assuming the highway is built. The series of graphs that 

follow examine the responses to these questions. For example, Figure 3. 6 shows a list of eight 

possible changes for industry in Cordova. The first is the number of visitors to Cordova. 

Respondents were first asked how they thought the number of visitors to Cordova might change 

in the next ten years without a highway. According to the left side of Figure 3. 6, 46 percent of 

Cordova residents think that the number of visitors will increase over the next ten years (without 

the highway), 42 percent think the number of visitors will stay the same as it is now; 11 percent 

think the number will decrease; and one percent do not know what to expect. 

After respondents were asked about all the changes assuming no highway, they were then 

asked about changes assuming the highway is built. Looking again at the number of visitors, but 

this time on the right hand-chart in Figure 3.6, 97 percent of Cordovans think the number of 

visitors will increase if the Copper River Highway is completed; one percent think the number 

of visitors will stay the same; one percent think the number will decrease; and one percent do 

not know what to expect. By comparing the left- and right-hand charts, we can see that many 

more Cordovans believe that the number of visitors will increase with the highway than without 

the highway (97 percent vs. 46 percent). For the exact wording and ordering of the questions 

see Appendix F. 
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Expectations for changes in industry 

Assuming the Copper River Highway is not completed, the majority of Cordovans 

believe that the number of commercial fishing boats fishing out of Cordova, the amount of 

mining in the region, the amount of logging in the region, the value of the commercial fisheries, 

and the number of large cruise ships (none) coming to Cordova will remain the same (see Figure 

3.6). Cordovans have more mixed expectations about changes in the number of charter boats 

based in Cordova assuming no highway, and in the number of visitors to Cordova. 

Assuming the Copper River Highway is constructed, most Cordovans believe that the 

number of visitors, large cruise ships, and charter boats will increase over the next ten years. 

Cordova has not had the opportunity yet of benefitting from, except on a small 

basis through the ferry system, the tourist potential. It has been proven in 

Southeastern Alaska since the ferries there have been running that the tourist 

potential in Alaska is barely touched. There are going to be millions of people 

and millions of dollars through this area in the next say 25 or 30 years. Bill 

Collins, 1969. 

They also think the amount of logging and mining will increase over the next ten years with a 

road. These results reflect the opinions from the focus groups who believe that without a road, 

logging and mining will see little activity; while with a road, logging and mining will increase 

because there will be access to areas off the new highway and because trucking will be an export 

option. 

Alaska's greatest need today is the development of an extensive highway system 

which would provide not only continuous transportation to all major military 

installations in the Territory in times of national emergency, but at the same time 

would open up vast areas of country, rich in natural resources, which have lain 

dormant due to a lack of adequate roads. Ralph Browne, quoting the 1948 

Cordova Chamber of Commerce. 

By comparing expectations with and without completion of the Copper River Highway, 

it is clear that most Cordova residents think the highway will cause an increase in tourism, 

logging, and mining. Not shown in Figure 3.6, but available from the survey data, is the fact 

that Cordovans expect the highway to have a more moderate effect on the number of large cruise 

ships than on the number of visitors. This could be explained simply by assuming that residents 

know that a single cruise ship could bring 1,200 visitors. Based on our focus group discussion, 

however, we think that the more likely explanation is that Cordovans think that most of the 

increase in visitors will be attributable to people who drive to Cordova. 

Since the publication of the FEIS for this project in 1975, the tourism/recreation 

sector of the Alaskan economy has grown to become a major industry in the state. 

Nowhere is this more true than in the Prince William Sound region. This 

tremendous growth has occurred even with the access to the Sound being as 

difficult as it currently is. Improved road access to the Sound through Cordova 
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(and Whittier) is necessary in order to meet current and future demand levels by 

the boating public. Keith Gordaoff, letter to DOT&PF, mid-1980's. 

Expectations about the value of commercial fisheries if the highway is completed are 

mixed. Somewhat more people (36 percent versus 22 percent) think that the value of the 

commercial salmon fishery will decrease with a road than without a road. Similarly, more 

residents (29 percent versus 17 percent) think that the value of the other commercial fisheries 

will decrease with a road than without a road. 

Attitudes toward industry changes 

Most Cordovans (66 percent) would like to see more commercial fishing boats whose 

owners reside in Cordova (see Figure 3.7). As we have seen, most do not expect the commercial 

fisheries to increase, with or without a road. While comments from the focus groups and public 

testimony show an agreement that commercial fishing is the most important industry in Cordova, 

they also show a difference in opinion on whether or not that will change in the future. Some 

believe that commercial fishing is already declining and that Cordova's future would be more 

secure if it had a more diverse economic base. 

It [Cordova] is a community that depends so heavily on the fishing industry that 

any downturn there reverberates geometrically throughout the local economy. W. 

Chet Ross, speaking for Chugach Alaska Corporation, 1988 

For many decades now the community of Cordova has been a single industry 

town. While economists have long cautioned against the potential pitfalls of such 

a situation, the botulism scare in the canned salmon market during 1981-82 

period made the ordinary person appreciate these risks for the first time. When 

the salmon processors suffer as they did during this period, the fate of the 

.fishermen is not much better ... This situation, accompanied by other problems in 

the.fishing industry, is making many Cordova residents long for other employment 

opportunities in their town. Keith Gordaoff letter to DOT&PF file: 1982-88. 

As you know, we have had three canneries in bankruptcy the past year. One was 

able to sell out at heavy losses to the cannery and .fishermen. Two are being 

stripped in the latest report by the Board. Cordova is suffering marketing prices 

in fishing and the scenario for 1992 is not real bright. I am told some 600 fishing 

loans have requested extensions in the state also. Marla Jean Adkins, 1992 

Others think commercial fishing is the best bet for a prosperous future for Cordova, and 

they are concerned that a road would negatively affect that industry in several ways. First, they 

believe the highway will bring in more pollution, thus degrading the salmon fishery habitat along 

the Copper River. Second, they believe an increase in sport fishermen will cause a reallocation 

away from the commercial fishermen. 
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Figure 3.7 
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Any alteration of the stream beds of the feeder drainages and the Copper River 

itself potentially harms critical spawning habitat for fish, primarily salmon. Mark 

Luttrell, 1992 

Third, some Cordovans believe an increase in population and tourism would reduce the 

effectiveness of the harbor's operation, thus negatively affecting commercial fishermen. One 

focus group participant noted that, historically, along the Pacific coast, fisheries and roads don't 

mix--where roads have been built, fisheries have fallen. And a resident voiced concerns over 

how well commercial fishing and tourism mix: 

You take a look at our harbor down here, we have a productive harbor, it's full 

of working vessels. You go into the Seward harbor--and I talked to the Harbor 

Master--75 percent pleasure craft, in other words, tourist type craft. 25 percent 

working vessels. A productive red salmon run was put out of existence so that 

they could produce more silver salmon for tourism. As a red salmon fisherman, 

I'd hate to see that happen in Cordova. I would also hate to see extra pressure 

put on our game and fish resources, which we couldn't stand here. Ralph Lohse, 

1975 

Still others believe a highway would positively affect commercial fishing by bringing in 

more processors and bringing down transportation costs of importing supplies and exporting fish. 

As one resident stated, 

I am a commercial fisherman and I would like to see the local canneries have an 

opportunity to ship their fish out of here by a land route instead of expensive 

aiifreight. Maybe then we could have some more fish run through Cordova 

instead of Whittier and Valdez or at least an equal share. 1988 

Yes, I don't believe that we should keep talking about going from here to there 

to Valdez. I've got a seafood processing plant,· I don't want Valdez. I want to 

process the stuff, take it down the highway, take it to Minneapolis. I don't want 

to go to Anchorage,· I don't want to go to Valdez. I want to get down to the 

Midwest. Comment from the floor, Copper River Highway Public Hearing, 1982. 

And another, 

I've talked to fishermen here that have talked about moving out of town 

because ... they cannot afford to live in Cordova anymore in the wintertime. I 

don't think the road is a 100 percent cure for this but it may be the beginning to 

other things. Phil Roper, 1984 

Most Cordovans would not like to see more logging (61 percent) in the region, and they 

do expect that completion of the Copper River Highway will increase logging. Focus group 

participants opposed to the highway said that they think logging will damage fish and wildlife 

habitat, thus affecting outdoor recreation, subsistence, and commercial fishing activities. 
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Cordova residents are mixed on their attitude toward increased mmmg. Thirty-two 

percent think more mining is a good idea; an additional 14 percent think it is necessary for 

Cordova, and 39 percent think mining is a bad idea for Cordova (the remaining 15 percent did 

not express an opinion). 

The majority of Cordovans think increases in the number of large cruise ships (72 

percent), visitors (59 percent), and charter boats based in Cordova (51 percent) are a good thing. 

Thus, they perceive that the highway will increase tourism, and agree that this would be a good 

change for their community. 

I own a motorhome ... I buy stuff everywhere I go. Not only gas and oil. The 

tourist drops money. They buy hardware. They buy groceries. They buy 

medicines. The town can use every cent that it brings in. John Buehrle, 1984 

Focus group participants often distinguished between different kinds of tourists and 

different rates of tourism growth. Road opponents expressed the belief that Cordova would be 

better off if it encouraged growth of the kind of tourist they now receive--those who are willing 

to spend the extra time and money to reach Cordova, and those who want to visit a remote town 

that has few tourists and is surrounded by wilderness. They were concerned that mass-marketed 

and packaged tourism would be more than the town's facilities could handle and would change 

the nature of the town. As one Cordovan said, 

Cordova is not in a position to accommodate hordes of tourists, increased 

garbage, sewer and road maintenance or the drain on our already precarious 

water system. 1992 

And another, 

Tourists love Cordova. It's one of those special places that offer a wild frontier 

to explore. People that live here and visitors can drive out the road and 

experience solitude and a sense that there is so much unexplored space. On some 

days you can stand by yourself in front of Child's Glacier and watch a 300' piece 

of ice crash into the Copper River causing a huge wave to come across. With a 

road, these things will change. 1992 

Industry changes with improved ferry service 

While the survey did not ask about expectations for industry changes with improved ferry 

service, comments in focus groups suggest that Cordovans believe improved ferry service would 

be similar to the base case no-road alternative; only tourism would increase, while all other 

industries would remain the same. 

Local Economy Changes 

The majority of Cordova residents believe that a road will have a positive effect on 

Cordova's economy (see Figure 3. 8). Without a road, more Cordovans think the number of local 
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jobs (46 percent), the variety of goods and services (51 percent), and the affordability of housing 

(51 percent) will remain the same. Fifty-nine percent think the cost of goods and services will 

increase. In contrast, with completion of the Copper River Highway more Cordovan's think 

there will be increases in the number oflocaljobs (65 percent), the variety of goods and services 

(70 percent), and the amount of affordable housing (43 percent). Sixty-three percent think the 

cost of goods and services will decrease. 

These results confirm comments made in the focus groups and public testimony. 

Cordovans believe that a highway will allow trucking importing to reduce transportation costs 

and that these reductions will be passed on to the consumer. 

Three basic things any place needs: water, power, transportation. Without them 

you 're dead. And our transportation is almost nil ... how does your produce get 

here? It's flown in here at 35 cents a pound ifit comes from Anchorage, 53 cents 

a pound if it comes from Seattle. So you see what trucking would do for that. Jim 

Iliff, Electrical Contractor and 35-year resident, 1982. 

Along with reduced costs, many Cordovans think trucking will also allow businesses to bring 

in a greater variety of goods, in part because of increased competition as new stores open and 

as residents can choose to drive to Anchorage to purchase goods. Services are believed to 

increase with a highway as the local government funds increase from an increase in business and 

industry activity. 

Property tax bills are believed to increase by a majority whether or not a road is built, 

though the percent who believe their taxes will increase without a road is greater than with a 

road (67 percent as compared to 55 percent). 

Focus group comments indicate that Cordovans expect that improved ferry service will 

not significantly affect the local economy but will, in essence, bring results similar to the no

road alternative. 

Environmental and Resource Use Changes 

Figure 3. 9 shows a clear consensus on expectations for environmental and resource use 

changes without a road. If the proposed highway is not built, Cordovans expect that fish and 

wildlife habitat, the ease of getting fish and game, and outdoor recreation opportunities will 

remain the same. Focus group comments and testimony suggest that the improved ferry 

alternative would not significantly change these aspects except for bringing in a few more sport 

fishermen. 

While the consensus is not as strong for changes with a road, most Cordovans believe 

that a road would result in a decrease in habitat (62 percent) and in the ease of getting fish and 

game (53 and 58 percent, respectively). These results indicate a perceived negative effect habitat 

from the highway traffic and from increased fishing and hunting. In a recent letter to DOT&PF, 

Karl Becker points out concern for: 
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impacts of increased road traffic on fish and wildlife populations particularly 

eagle, trumpeter swans, dusky Canada geese, shorebirds, ducks, black bears and 

brown bears. 1992 

Another resident voiced these concerns: 

I'm afraid of the normal garbage pollution that would come with a highway. 

Would it cause moose kill like the Glenn Highway? Would it cause poaching? 

1992 

Focus group comments also noted a concern that sport and subsistence activities for 

current residents would suffer as the highway brings in more visitors and residents to compete 

for a fixed resource. However, 38 percent of Cordova residents believe a road would not change 

the ease of getting fish, and 19 percent believe game may be easier to get with a road. This 

indicates in part a belief that the highway could improve access to fish and game. 

Forty-nine percent of Cordovans think completion of the Copper River Highway will 

improve outdoor recreation opportunities. One-in-five residents (21 percent), think outdoor 

recreation opportunities will decrease. Focus group comments help explain these results. Some 

outdoor recreation is enhanced by road access, and some is degraded. One focus group 

participant said the highway would decrease her enjoyment of hiking and cross-country skiing 

in a wilderness because she would encounter more people and roads and less solitude. 

Population Changes 

In both the road and no-road alternatives, Cordovans agree on some expectations for 

population changes but show ambivalence about others. As Figure 3.10 shows, the biggest 

consensus is in the number of seasonal workers. Without a road, 67 percent think there will be 

no change in the seasonal worker population, while with a road, a majority (77 percent) expect 

that this segment of the population will increase. Focus group comments indicate that residents 

believe that a road will increase the summer tourism industry and thus the number of summer

only jobs. Cordovans have mixed feelings about increases in the number of seasonal workers 

(refer back to Figure 3. 7). A third (35 percent) think an increase would be good for Cordova; 

another third (31 percent) think it is necessary for Cordova; and somewhat less than a third 

(28 percent) think an increase in seasonal workers would be bad for Cordova; five percent did 

not express an opinion. 

Without a road, the majority of Cordovans also believe the number of people they know 

well (57 percent) and the number of long-term residents (57 percent) will remain the same. They 

are more mixed in their expectations for change in the year-round population. Almost half of 

Cordova residents are worried that the percent of children who stay in town after high school 

graduation or about the year-round population are mixed. One resident commented: 

I just think that it's getting kind of scary about all the people that are moving out 

of town. The school enrollment is down and it's been going down for a long time. 

There's never been so many houses and trailers for sale as there is right now and 
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we 're losing a lot of our full time people that have lived here for years. They are 

just getting scared and they 're going somewhere else. So I just think it's time we 

at least start looking at getting the road. Dotty Glason, 1984 

Cordova residents are more sure, however, that the year-round population will increase 

if the highway is built (65 percent). Nearly half (46 percent) also believe that a population 

increase would be good for Cordova, and another 27 percent think population growth is 

necessary for Cordova. One-in-four Cordova residents (24 percent) would not like to see the 

year-round population increase. 

Cordova residents are less likely to think that the number of long-term residents and the 

number of people they know well will increase with completion of the highway. At the same 

time, they are more likely to think that the percent of children staying in Cordova will increase 

(38 percent versus 9 percent). Focus group participants were of two minds concerning how 

children could stay in town, but they all agreed that it was the number and type of jobs that 

primarily determined whether children decided to stay. Some believe that, without the new jobs 

the highway might bring, children will have to leave to find work. As one Cordovan said, 

I'd like to have my kids around me when they grow up but there's no way. The gotta go 

someplace where there's work. If the road was built, there's gonna be jobs on that road 

maintaining them. There's gonna be jobs on the road building them. Roger Havens, 1984 

Others believe that what allows children to stay now are opportunities to "follow in their parent's 

footsteps" and fish commercially. They are concerned that a road would decrease opportunities 

to make a good living in commercial fishing. 

The improved ferry alternative, while not addressed in this part of the survey, would 

likely not affect these population aspects of Cordova; it would simply allow for more mobility 

for current residents. 

Social Changes 

Cordovans' expectations for social changes reflect in part their ideas about the quality 

of life in their community. The quality of life issue has been in the center of the debate over the 

highway, and may continue to be the most elusive aspect of change, since it is comprised of 

individual perceptions and choices. 

For those aspects of social change that the survey addressed, Cordovans show a clear 

consensus in the no-road scenario. In all categories a majority believe that, without a road, the 

following aspects of life in Cordova will not change: 

• Quality of Cordova as a place to raise children 

• Educational opportunities for children 

• Amount of traffic around town 

• How well residents can depend on neighbors 
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• Social problems in the community 

• Level of crime in Cordova 

• Amount of say residents have in what happens in Cordova 

• Cordova's ability to determine its own future. 

Expectations for changes in social conditions in Cordova differ if residents assume 

completion of the Copper River Highway. Eighty percent expect increases in the level of crime 

in Cordova compared with 9 percent without the highway (see Figure 3.11). More Cordovans 

expect social problems to increase (66 percent versus 21 percent). Almost everyone (96 percent) 

think that the amount of traffic will increase, a change that 64 percent of the community think 

would be bad for Cordova. 

I think there are too many people in Cordova now. lVho wants 1,000 Winnebagos 

in sight every time you turn around? 1988 

The majority (52 percent) believe the quality of Cordova as a place to raise children will 

decrease. Focus group participants said this aspect is affected by social changes like the level 

of crime, social problems, depending on neighbors, and the amount of traffic. One resident 

explained what might be lost: 

We feel comjonable leaving our houses and cars unlocked. (I don't even know where the 

key to our house is!) Children are able to run around and go places without supervision 

all the time because parents aren't worried about things happening to them. 1992 

Most residents think that they will be able to depend on neighbors with or without the highway 

(68 percent versus 86 percent). 

The most ambivalence in the no-road scenario was shown in Cordova's ability to 

determine its own future. While 54 percent believe it will not change, nearly equal numbers are 

split in believing it will increase or decrease. This ambivalence is even stronger with a road. The 

majority of 41 percent believe it will decrease, but a significant 29 percent believe it will 

increase. Focus group participants agreed that this ability to determine their own future was 

extremely important. Road advocates believe a road will increase their economic options and, 

therefore, their say in the community's future. However, road opponents believe a road will 

dilute their voices with an increased population and increased and conflicting state and industry 

influence. 

This ability to determine their future is linked with their expectations for the amount of 

say they will have in their community. Without the highway, 75 percent think this measure of 

local control will stay the same; with a highway, equal percentages ( 42 percent) believe their 

amount of say will stay the same or will decrease with a road. 

With an improved ferry, testimony and focus group comments suggest Cordovans believe 

these social aspects of life in Cordova would not change. 
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Summary of Attitudes and Beliefs about Change 

Year-round residents 

Cordovans share expectations that completion of the Copper River Highway will increase 

tourism, logging, and mining activities. Most Cordovans think these changes will be 

accompanied by increases in the number of local jobs, the amount of traffic, the number of 

seasonal workers, and the variety of local goods and services. Most also expect the highway to 

decrease the cost of goods and services from what they would be without the highway. We have 

seen that most residents expect the highway to increase recreation opportunities while decreasing 

fish and wildlife habitat. 

How do residents take all these factors into account in forming their view of whether or 

not the Copper River Highway should be completed? To answer this question, we first asked 

residents about their basic beliefs about the future of Cordova. We expected, and found, a strong 

consensus that residents think it is important to protect commercial fishing as a way of life in 

Cordova (see Table 3.1). 

Table 3.1. 

Attitude or Belief Strongly Mildly Neither Agree Mildly Strongly 

Agree Agree nor Disagree Disagree Disagree 

It is important to protect 83% 14 1 1 1 

commercial fishing as a way of life 

in Cordova. 

Cordova's future depends on 53% 29 5 8 5 

finding new economic 

opportunities. 

Cordova is a special place because 42% 23 8 16 11 

you have to make a special effort 

to get there. 

To make sure that there are jobs in 25% 29 11 21 14 

Cordova for our children, we need 

to attract more visitors to Cordova. 

A road to Cordova would bring 54% 20 3 13 10 

more fishermen to the region who 

would compete with the 

commercial fishermen. 

A road will bring some undesirable 54% 25 6 9 6 

changes to Cordova. 

A road will help Cordova's 44% 27 5 9 15 

economy. 
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We also observed a consensus, although less strongly held, that Cordova's future depends 

on finding new economic opportunities. About half (53 percent) of Cordovans strongly agree 

with this statement and four-in-five (82 percent) at least mildly agree with the statement. 

There is considerably less agreement among Cordova residents on whether the community 

is a special place because, "you have to make a special effort to get there." We included this 

question because some focus group participants tied the absence of a road connection to the type 

of people who choose to visit and to live in Cordova. As Table 3.1 shows, over half the 

population (65 percent) at least mildly agree with the statement while one-in-four (27 percent) 

at least mildly disagree with the statement. 

To understand whether Cordovans think that the future of Cordova's economy is 

dependent on increased tourism, we asked residents to respond to the statement, "To make sure 

that there are jobs in Cordova for our children, we need to attract more visitors to Cordova." 

Differences in opinion about the necessity of increased tourism appear to be close to the root of 

support and opposition to the Copper River Highway. A third of Cordova residents (35 percent) 

at least mildly disagree and half (54 percent) at least mildly agree that increased tourism is 

necessary to be sure that children will find jobs as adults. 

We then turned to more specific beliefs about the Copper River Highway. Three-in-four 

Cordovans (74 percent) at least mildly agree with the statement, "A road to Cordova would 

bring more fishermen to the region who would compete with commercial fishermen." Half of 

all residents (54 percent) strongly agree with the statement. The same proportion of residents 

(54 percent) strongly agree that, "A road would bring some undesirable changes to Cordova." 

Again, three-in-four (75 percent) at least mildly agree with the statement. Most residents, then, 

see some negative aspects to completion of the Copper River Highway. 

Most residents also expect completion of the highway to help Cordova' s economy. Forty

four percent strongly agree with the statement, "A road will help Cordova' s economy," and 

three-in-four (74 percent) at least mildly agree. 

While it is easy to find opposing views about the Copper River Highway among Cordova 

residents, it is also easy to miss the degree to which Cordovans have a shared sense of 

Cordova's past, present, and future. Cordova's identity is tied to commercial fishing. Cordovans 

would like to see commercial fishing continue to be the mainstay of Cordova but worry that 

conditions in the fisheries will not sustain the local economy. They think that completion of the 

Copper River Highway may foster economic activity to offset possible declines in the fisheries. 

Most Cordovans also expect that accompanying these economic changes will be undesirable 

increases in traffic, more difficulties in getting game, and increases in crime and social 

problems. 

The disagreement among Cordovans comes principally in whether the types of 

undesirable changes expected to accompany new economic activity are worth the expected 

economic benefits. In the case of logging, the answer appears clearly to be "no" for most 

residents. In the case of mining, residents are split in their opinion. It appears that most would 

welcome tour ships. It is the visitor coming to Cordova by road that appears to pose the most 

difficulty for residents as they weigh potential economic benefits against expected social costs. 
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Here residents, many expecting the same types of changes, come to different conclusions. Years 

of debate have crystallized these conclusions into strongly held opinions. As a result, the casual 

observer sees the split in community and not the underlying shared understanding of changing 

conditions in Cordova. 

Vessel owners 

As a part of our effort to capture all perspectives on the proposed Copper River 

Highway, we interviewed owners of vessels berthed in Cordova. The technique used to conduct 

these interviews was to mail all owners a questionnaire. Later, to bring the response rate up to 

scientifically required levels, those owners who had not responded by mail were contacted by 

telephone and the interview was completed over the phone. Our respondents were the vessel 

owners who had purchased an annual permit for a berth in the Cordova boat harbor and whose 

residence was not listed as Cordova. These last two steps were taken to eliminate transient 

vessels and to eliminate the possibility of having a Cordova resident interviewed as a part of the 

phone sample and then interviewed again as a vessel owner. See Appendix B for details on the 

methods used in the vessel owner survey. 

Almost all of the respondents to the survey are in the commercial fishing industry. The 

majority (94 percent) said that they used their boats for commercial fishing or tendering last 

year. The remainder used their boats for personal recreation or for commercial activities other 

than commercial fishing. The average number of years respondents have been renting a berth 

in Cordova is seven. 

Most (80 percent) of these vessel owners kept a vehicle in Cordova last summer. Those 

who didn't have a vehicle there were asked if they would have had one, had there been a road. 

Assuming there was a road, 50 percent of respondents said they would not have had a vehicle 

in Cordova; 43 percent said they would have; and the remainder were uncertain. 

Vessel owners were asked to consider and respond to six statements about Cordova. For 

the exact wording of the questions, see Appendix K. Table 3.2 shows the result of responses to 

these questions. There is almost unanimous agreement (99 percent) that it is important to protect 

commercial fishing as a way of life. This strong sentiment for maintaining commercial fishing 

as an economic base and for limiting other incursions which respondents feel would adversely 

affect their fishing pervades the responses in this section. This sentiment is evident in the 

77 percent who strongly agree and 13 percent who mildly agree with the statement, "A road to 

Cordova would bring more fishermen to the region who would compete with the commercial 

fishermen." While 50 percent of vessel owners agree that a road will help Cordova's economy, 

there is stronger (73 percent) agreement that the highway will bring undesirable changes. 
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Table 3.2. Summary of Attitudes and Beliefs of Vessel Owners 

Strongly Mildly Neither Agree Mildly Strongly 

Attitude or Belief Agree Agree nor Disagree Disagree Disagree 

It is important to protect 

commercial fishing as a way 96% 3 1 

of life in Cordova. 

Cordova's future depends on 

finding new economic 12% 20 32 14 22 

opportunities. 

Cordova is a special place 

because you have to make a 42% 16 24 8 10 

special effort to get there. 

To make sure that there are 

jobs in Cordova for our 8% 16 23 19 34 

children, we need to attract 

more visitors to Cordova. 

A road to Cordova would 

bring more fishermen to the 

region who would compete 76% 14 3 4 3 

with the commercial 

fishermen. 

A road will bring some 

undesirable changes to 58% 15 10 3 14 

Cordova. 

A road will help Cordova's 16% 34 16 11 23 

economy. 

Vessel owners recognize Cordova's unique qualities in their 58 percent agreement that 

it is a special place because of the special effort to get there. They are split into thirds on the 

need to find new economic opportunities for Cordova' s future, with 36 percent disagreeing, 32 

percent agreeing, and 32 percent neither agreeing nor disagreeing. This mix of responses 

suggests that, while vessel owners recognize Cordova' s dependence upon the fishing industry, 

some also see the need for diversification through tourism. Half (53 percent) of the owners 

disagree with the need to attract more visitors to Cordova; 23 percent neither agree nor disagree; 

and 24 percent agree. 
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CHAPTER IV: COPPER RIVER BASIN 

As discussed in Chapter II of the Economic Impacts of the Copper River Highway Study, 

the study region for this project included not only Cordova but portions of the Copper River 

Basin (see Figure 4-1). The proposed Copper River Highway could affect communities or settled 

areas in the region: Chitina, Kenny Lake, Tonsina, Lower Tonsina, and portions of the 

Edgerton, Old Edgerton, and Richardson Highways. In order to understand the perceptions of 

these residents, we conducted a telephone survey similar to that conducted in Cordova 

supplemented by face-to-face interviews in Chitina where telephone coverage is still low. For 

more information on the sampling methodology see Appendix E. 

Copper Basin residents were interviewed to learn more about four broad topics: 

Current travel patterns 

Expected use of a Copper River Highway 

Expected changes in the region both with and without a highway 

Policy preferences for Cordova transportation options 

This chapter first provides background on the respondents and then examines the Copper River 

Basin respondents' expectations and concerns as they were expressed in the survey. 

Road Service Changes 

In order to understand residents' perceptions of how the proposed highway might change 

their community, we asked them how accessible they thought the highway would be. Two in 

three Copper Basin residents (67 percent) believe the highway would be closed part of the 

winter, while one in four (26 percent) believe it would be open year-round (see Figure 4.2). As 

with Cordovans, Copper Basin residents have debated the relative worth of the highway in focus 

groups and in public testimony based on how much of the year they thought it would be open. 

However, since more of their concerns were focused on visitors and tourism, they showed less 

concern over the winter use of the highway than did Cordovans. 

Industry Changes 

As Figure 4. 3 shows, Copper Basin residents expect a road to increase logging, mining, 

and the number of visitors in the area. Without a road, a small majority ( 44 percent) believe 

logging activity will remain the same while a much greater majority (68 percent) believe mining 

will remain the same; 72 percent of area residents anticipate an increase in the number of 

visitors to the area even without completion of the Copper River Highway. 

The consensus for an increase in visitors jumps to 89 percent with a road. According to 

Figure 4.3, a majority (67 percent) of residents think that an increase in visitors is a good 

change for their community, while another fifth (19 percent) think it is just a necessary change. 
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The road is very important 

for people who want to 

explore more of the 

wilderness of Alaska without 

paying ferry fees. 1988 

Focus group participants in favor of the 

proposed highway said it would increase 

tourist traffic by allowing for a road/ferry 

loop. Road opponents noted that it might 

hurt Chitina as a destination, making it 

instead simply a rest stop along the highway 

to Cordova. 

Bue I for one am opposed to 

the route through Chitina 

along the old rail bed. Ours 

is a quiet farming, 

subsistence lifestyle in Kenny 

Lake and growth, because of 

a busy road with truck and 

camper traffic, does not 

benefit our community. Build 

the road to Cordova if the 

people wish it, but please use 

an alternative route and leave 

us quiet farmers in peace. 

Linda Rutledge, Letter to 

DOT&PF, file:1981-88 

Figure 4.2. 

ROAD ACCESSIBILITY-COPPER BASIN 

(PERCENTAGE RESPONSES) 

CLOSED 
PART WINTER 

67% 

ISER, 1992 

OPEN 
YEAR-ROUND 

26% 

DON'T KNOW 
7% 

Both logging (61 percent) and mining (40 percent) are also anticipated to increase with 

completion of the highway by a majority of Copper Basin residents. However, one-in-three 

residents (35 percent) think that mining activity will stay the same over the next ten years even 

with a road. When asked what they thought of an increase in mining activity, residents showed 

some ambivalence. A slim majority (50 percent) agreed that it would be good, while another 19 

percent agreed it was just necessary for their community (see Figure 4.4). 

Local Economy Changes 

Copper Basin residents have differing expectations for changes in local economic 

conditions over the next ten years without the highway (see Figure 4.5). While they agree their 

property tax bill will stay the same (zero) and local government funds will stay the same (limited 

as none of these settlements are incorporated), they differ in whether they think the cost of goods 

and services, affordable housing, the number of local jobs that can support a family, the variety 

of good and services will increase or remain the same. 
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Figure 4.3. 
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Figure 4.4. 
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Figure 4.5. 
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With a highway, a large majority expect that there will be more local jobs that can 

support a family (91 percent) and that there will be a greater variety of goods and services (86 

percent) with a road. A majority (56 percent) also believe the proposed highway would result 

in more affordable housing. 

It will be beneficial to the economy, provide many jobs, and help businesses along 

the way. Chitina resident, 1988 

A slight majority of Copper Basin residents (46 percent) agree that local government 

funds will increase. One Kenny Lake resident voiced concern over how government might grow 

with a highway: 

Besides severely impacting Cordova, this project will ultimately accelerate population 

growth and development, with all its attendant problems, in the southern Copper River 

Basin, and prompt the formation of a Borough to tax area residents for perceived 

necessary services and facilities. Edward McHenry, 1992 

Copper Basin residents vary in how they expect completion of the highway would affect the 

costs of goods and services: 31 percent think costs will increase, 34 percent think they will stay 

the same, and 33 percent think they will decrease. 

Environmental and Resource Use Changes 

Like Cordovans, most Copper Basin residents see little change in environmental and 

resource use conditions over the next ten years if the Copper River Highway is not completed 

(see Figure 4. 6). Most believe that fish and wildlife habitat (79 percent), the ease of getting 

game (65 percent) and fish (72 percent) will remain the same. However, between 19 and 33 

percent numbers also expect declines in these conditions. In public testimony and focus groups, 

residents explained that increases in tourism and sport fishing which followed improvements to 

the road to Chitina are beginning to degrade habitat and fish and wildlife stocks. Increased 

crowds for the dipnet fishery is of special concern to residents. 

While a majority of Copper Basin residents (58 percent) expect outdoor recreation 

opportunities staying the same, one-in-three (32 percent) expect opportunities to increase. One 

focus group suggested that the highway will open up more country to recreation of all kinds. 

From the time I came here 30 years ago, I have been hiking and exploring the 

area. The Copper River Highway has always been fascinating for observing 

wildlife and scenery,· the old tressels and tunnels. The different vegetation that 

changes more significantly as one travels through Woods Canyon than it does 

through the Keystone Canyon to Valdez ... I hope the maintenance can be resumed 

and continued at least to the Tiekel River. It is a great recreational area and it 

matters little if the road ever gets as far as the ocean. Kenny Lake resident, 1992 
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