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Abstract

This thesis examines economic development proposals in two communities in 

Alaska: Girdwood, a small urban community in the south-central area of the state; 

and Nuiqsut, a small rural community on the North Slope. Each community is located 

within a larger, regional government and has little formal control over economic 

development within its jurisdiction. The study’s framework is based on an 

examination of contemporary urban political theories and their application to non- 

urban settings; inherent in the framework is an emphasis on historical, cultural, and 

social values to understand the political dynamics that affect decision making in 

communities. The study finds that the structure of local government may lead to a 

lack of historical, social, and cultural considerations in economic development 

decisions made by the more dominant government entities, unless the dominant 

government shares the values of the affected community. A major implication is to 

expand current explanations of economic development in urban and rural 

communities by including the influences of historical, social, and cultural values of 

affected communities, as an alternative to the market model.
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Chapter One -  Introduction

This thesis examines two communities in Alaska: Girdwood, a small urban 

community located in the south-central area of the state; and Nuiqsut, a small rural 

community, located on the North Slope. Each community is faced with economic 

development over which it has little control and a larger regional government 

dominates each.

The community of Girdwood is designated a service area within the 

Municipality of Anchorage and has an elected board of supervisors, which serves as an 

advisory board to the Anchorage Municipal Assembly. The Municipality of Anchorage 

seeks to further develop existing ski resort facilities in Girdwood on municipal land.

The comprehensive plan for Girdwood, the Girdwood Area Plan (GAP), calls for the 

development of a “major destination resort community” (GAP, 1995, p. 1). The 

controversial proposal by the Alaska Railroad Corporation to build a rail spur into the 

Girdwood valley has now become a large part of this development strategy, and is the 

economic development proposal in Girdwood on which this paper will concentrate.



Nuiqsut is a second-class city within the North Slope Borough and is served by 

a city council and weak mayor form of government. Although the North Slope Borough 

contains distinct municipal governments, it “operates as a unified municipality,” with a 

strong mayor and a home rule charter that creates a centralized government in Barrow 

and gives few powers to the villages (Morehouse, McBeath, & Leask, 1984, p. 143). 

Nuiqsut is affected by current oil development, specifically the Alpine Field, located 

eight miles from the village and Nuiqsut faces future oil development. Much of this 

current and future development has the support of the borough, state, and federal 

governments, and the local village and regional native corporations. The Alpine Field 

development is the focus of the Nuiqsut section of this thesis.

An explanation of urban and rural distinctions in Alaska is necessary.

“Although the U.S. Bureau of the Census defines “urban” communities nationwide as 

those with populations of 2,500 or more... in Alaska factors other than population size 

are important in marking communities as “urban” or “rural” (McBeath and Morehouse, 

1994, p. 256). There is no question that Nuiqsut, on Alaska’s North Slope and miles 

from any other community, is a rural community. Girdwood, on the other hand, would 

be considered rural in most areas of the United States and the rest of the world as it is 

small, surrounded by mountains and 12 miles from the nearest communities of Whittier 

and Bird Creek. However, in Alaska, Girdwood is considered an urban community. It 

is on the state’s road system and is a community within the Municipality of Anchorage, 

the largest city in Alaska. Girdwood meets the criteria of federal and state revenue 

sharing and granting requirements for an urban community. Girdwood residents enjoy
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the amenities of urban communities, even if they sometimes have to drive forty miles 

to do so.

My interest in local control issues stems from an initial interest in local 

government and observation of privileges granted to business interests by their local 

governments. I have often questioned if it is the duty of local governments to ensure 

that businesses succeed through, for example, beneficial tax breaks or access to public 

lands for private enterprise. This question came to the forefront as I became involved, 

as a community resident, in the rail spur issue in Girdwood. Previously I served five 

years as Chair of the Girdwood Trails Committee, a working committee of the 

Girdwood Board of Supervisors. I am now a member of the Girdwood Board of 

Supervisors, having been elected in April of 2001.1 also was a member of an informal 

ad hoc committee that came together in Girdwood to organize grassroots opposition to 

the proposed rail spur. It is this involvement that led me to research political theories 

relevant to the Girdwood situation. It became apparent to me during visits to Nuiqsut 

for another research project that this community was in the latter stages of a situation 

very similar to Girdwood regarding economic development and local control. Nuiqsut 

had been through the economic development proposal stages that Girdwood was 

experiencing, and had moved on to dealing with the very real effects of economic 

development on their village that we in Girdwood had only imagined. I began to 

research the reaction of each community to the respective proposals. I wanted to 

understand what happened in the community directly after each proposal was made 

public. What were the reactions of individual residents and of the community as a
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whole? What were the results of those reactions and how did they interface with 

theories of local control? What impact did subsequent community actions have on the 

final development proposal? These are the questions I have attempted to answer. It 

should be acknowledged that I have engaged in exploratory research, and not 

hypothesis testing. I looked to political theories and models for explanations for the 

behaviors I saw occurring and found partial explanations and answers in different 

works; thus I have formulated a synthesis framework with which to explain and 

compare the two case studies. The case studies are illustrations, not tests, of the models 

and serve to add areas of refinement to the models, especially in relation to rural areas.

This thesis can contribute to the literature on local control in that it shows 

economic development proposals will not meet the needs of local communities or 

citizens’ desires if proposals are predicated solely on market models. By failing to take 

into account local communities’ cultural, social, and historical values, in addition to 

economic considerations, such proposals create division and stress within communities. 

The literature needs theories that reflect more than purely economic rationales of 

development proposals and that reflect the impact of the public process on economic 

development proposals. The cases of Girdwood and Nuiqsut are not deviant case 

studies; similar situations have been replicated time and again in America and 

worldwide. It is a conflict of economic development versus local control, and it 

encompasses the demand for recognition in the development plan of local social, 

historical, and cultural norms and values. Emphasis in this thesis is placed on the need 

for the literature to recognize that a major cause of conflict of this type is the lack of
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recognition of local social, historical, and cultural norms and values and their non

inclusion in the economic planning process.

The thesis illustrates that urban theoretical work on neighborhood and local 

control fits well for explanations of rural situations when historical, social, and cultural 

considerations are taken into account. It also finds that local history, social structures, 

and cultures mold the policy preferences of individuals, and consequently of the 

community, and these preferences can and should be used to shape policy decisions 

about economic development. Further, it finds that the structure of local government 

may lead to a lack of historical, social, and cultural considerations in economic 

development decisions made by the more dominant government entities, unless the 

dominant government shares the historical, social, and cultural values of the affected 

community.

Problem Statement

Economic development proposals by private sector actors that impact 

communities or neighborhoods, and are supported by the dominant local or regional 

government entities, are a problem in urban and rural areas in the contiguous United 

States and in Alaska. The question is how much local control the smaller community 

can expect to exercise over development. This becomes especially acute when the 

larger regional governments favor the development and stand to benefit from it, as is 

the case in Nuiqsut and Girdwood. The dominant approach to economic development
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by private actors and governments are market models. These models, unlike other 

models explored in this thesis, do not take into account cultural, historical, and social 

structures of small communities and neighborhoods.

A rural-urban dichotomy in the literature regarding economic development and 

its impacts also exists. Although the literature is mainly concerned with urban 

development, it is the intent of this thesis to demonstrate that this literature can be 

applied to rural development, as many of the impacts and issues are identical or very 

similar, especially those dealing with social and cultural factors.

This thesis looks at community actions with regard to economic development 

proposals, and the perceived impacts of the proposed economic development in two 

small communities, one a rural and indigenous community, and the other a suburban 

community located on the outskirts of the major urban area in Alaska. In each 

community few other intervening economic forces exist. Both communities have one 

dominant employer. In Nuiqsut it is the North Slope Borough and School District that 

provide 46 percent of the total employment in the village; the Kuukpik Corporation is 

the secondary employer, providing 33 percent of employment, part of which is oil 

industry related (Shepro, et al, 1999, p. Nui 17). In Girdwood, the Alyeska Ski Resort 

is the largest local employer, however many residents work in Anchorage or other areas 

and commute from their homes in Girdwood. Each community is geographically 

isolated from its dominant regional government. Each community has a form of local 

government that, while different in state and local statutes, is remarkably similar in 

powers and practice. Each community has one dominant business corporation that has a
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large impact on community issues. In Girdwood that corporation is Seibu, Inc., the 

owner of Alyeska Resort, and in Nuiqsut it is the Kuukpik Corporation, the local 

ANSC A village corporation. One importance difference between the two corporations 

is that Kuukpik Corporation is largely owned by local residents, and while it does 

advocate for local control over economic development, it also advocates for economic 

development that will benefit its shareholders and village residents. Seibu Corporation 

is a private Japanese corporation.

The two communities are very different from one another. Girdwood is an 

upper-middle class bedroom and recreation oriented community with a large number of 

fairly luxurious homes, although affordable housing for lower income residents such as 

ski resort employees is scarce. Non-residents own approximately half of Girdwood 

homes, including condominiums. The community enjoys amenities such as hiking 

trails, groomed cross country ski trails, parks, and a downhill ski resort, which many 

communities of similar size cannot afford. An estimated 43.5 percent of Girdwood 

residents are employed at professional, technical, and managerial occupations, most of 

which require education beyond a high school level (Girdwood Area Plan, 1995, pg. 

105). Nuiqsut has a partial subsistence economy and an average household income in 

1998 of $48,359 in a community where living expenses are very high (Shepro, et al, 

2000, Nui 20). Virtually all the housing in Nuiqsut would be judged unattractive and 

substandard by most communities’ standards. Although there is a baseball field, there 

are few other recreational amenities that other communities take for granted. In 1999, 

13.09 percent of the Nuiqsut population had attended some college, graduated from
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college, or graduated from a vocational or technical school (Shepro, et al, 2000, Nui 

9). Girdwood, with a population of 1817, has 135 children in the local kindergarten 

through eighth grade elementary school; Nuiqsut with a population of 420 residents has 

approximately 103 children in its kindergarten through eighth grades. Girdwood’s 

population is more transitional and definitely has less children, Nuiqsut’s population is 

much less transitional, and multi-generational. Still, there is much similarity in each 

community’s reaction to their respective economic development proposals, in 

community members’ concern over development impacts, and concern over prospects 

for the future of their community.

The geographic isolation of each community allows for the possibility of 

viewing the issues and impacts of economic development proposals in a simpler 

context than may be found in larger and less isolated communities. The research may 

contribute to a better understanding of economic development impacts on small and/or 

indigenous communities and useful in finding solutions by inclusion of social and 

cultural impacts in economic development planning.

Definitions of unique governmental and nongovernmental entities involved in 

each situation are necessary. A service area, such as that which exists in Girdwood, is 

defined as a “means of providing services within a limited part of the borough in which 

taxes, assessments, and charges could be levied to cover the cost of such services” 

(Morehouse, et al, 1984, p. 28). Service areas are authorized by the Alaska constitution. 

The Girdwood Board of Supervisors, the service area board, has jurisdiction over parks 

and recreation, fire, roads, and utility services for the Girdwood valley.
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Boroughs and municipalities are the Alaska equivalent of counties and cities.

The delegates to the Alaska Constitutional Convention “envisioned the borough as a 

midlevel governmental unit that would provide a framework within which city 

governments, school districts, and other local responsibilities could be administered” 

(McBeath and Morehouse, 1994, p. 254). Further, “in urban areas, they [boroughs] 

could proceed more directly toward their ideal status as broadly empowered self- 

governing units operating under strong home-rule charters” (McBeath and Morehouse, 

1994, p. 259). “Dissatisfaction with duplication and conflict between borough and city 

governments in the early and mid-1970’s” in Alaska “led to mergers creating urban 

areawide ‘city-boroughs’ or ‘unified home-rule municipalities’” (McBeath &

Morehouse, 1994, p. 264). Home rule boroughs and municipalities retain all powers 

not prohibited by state law or their charter and may take on additional powers with an 

areawide vote. The North Slope Borough is a home rule municipality and the 

Municipality of Anchorage is a unified home rule municipality, in accordance with 

Alaska law. Nuiqsut, as a second-class city within the North Slope Borough has 

limited powers defined by the legislature. In comparison, Girdwood is a service area 

whose limited powers are defined by the Municipal Code of the Municipality of 

Anchorage and are less than those of Nuiqsut.

Regional and village Native corporations are a result of the 1971 Alaska Native 

Settlement Claims Act (ANSCA). Briefly, the Act is the result of Alaska Native land 

claims due to concern over the state of Alaska’s land selections of federal lands as 

allotted by the statehood act, and the desire on the part of the state, the federal
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government, and major oil companies to develop Prudhoe Bay oil fields on Alaska’s 

North Slope. The provisions of the Act included the granting of 40 million acres of 

Alaska land to be selected by Native corporations, and $962.5 million, one-half of 

which went to the twelve regional economic development corporations that were 

established and one-half to the village corporations that eventually formed. Village 

corporations were to select lands in and around their sites, regional corporations 

selected lands in their larger traditional areas. The regional corporations were also 

entitled to subsurface ownership of land conveyed to the village corporations. Natives 

enrolled as stockholders in one of the twelve regional corporations and in their village 

corporations. The Arctic Slope Regional Corporation (ASRC) is the regional 

corporation of Alaska’s North Slope and Kuukpik Corporation is the village 

corporation for the village of Nuiqsut.

An understanding of the concept of subsistence in the context of Alaska Native 

cultures is important. Subsistence is not only the mere act of hunting to provide food 

for one’s family. “It is a way of life. It is culture. It fosters community and spiritual 

values” (Hurley, B4).

The next four chapters of this thesis are divided as follows: Chapter Two 

contains the literature review, a description of the theoretical framework derived from 

the literature review, and a statement of methodology. Chapter Two also explains why 

certain aspects of extant studies and models were used to develop the framework. 

Chapters Three and Four consist of explanations and descriptions of the case studies 

examined in Girdwood and Nuiqsut. Each chapter covers the historical implications of
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events leading up to the specific economic development proposal studied in each 

community, and the subsequent community reactions toward the development proposal. 

Chapter Five completes the thesis with an analysis and conclusions reached through the 

study and use of the framework.
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Chapter Two -  Literature Review, Theoretical Framework, 

Population and Study Design, and Methodology

Literature Review

The literature of urban political theory is useful in understanding local control 

issues in rural and urban Alaska, especially when considering the impacts of economic 

development and the often controversial issues it raises. Ramsay has termed the classic 

gemeinschaft-gesellschaft urban-rural duality, formulated by Ferdinand Tonnies in 

1887, a false argument (1996). Tonnies

offered his ideal types as a way of giving sociological form to Karl 

Marx’s depiction of social change in the urban-industrial era as a 

process whereby natural relationships were dissolved into money 

relationships. Tonnies’s definition of gemeinschaft corresponds to 

the historical and popular notion of community; he offered family, 

kinship groups, friendship networks, and neighborhoods as examples 

of gemeinschaft patterns of group solidarity. Gesellschaft, which 

he identified with the city, is an artificial construction of an



aggregate of human beings, characterized by competition and 

impersonality (Bender, 1978, p. 17).

Ramsay holds that, though rural government and social systems are not as complex as 

urban systems, there are elements of gemeinschaft and gesellschaft in each. She 

supports her argument by citing studies of urban immigrant populations in Miami and 

New York City who have kept community-level connections thriving in urban 

environments (Ramsay, 1996, p. 21). The arguments presented by these studies 

“provide a formidable challenge to the urban-rural duality that views traditional social 

relations as the exclusive domain of small towns and rural communities” (Ramsay,

1996, p. 21). Conversely, the complexity of economic development issues taking place 

in Nuiqsut, in rural Alaska, point to “a process where natural relationships are dissolved 

into money relationships” (Bender, 1978, p. 17). However, Bender argues that instead 

of viewing “gemeinschaft and gesellschaft in terms of a historical sequence,” they 

instead “represent two kinds of human collective living in which all individuals are 

involved” (Bender, 1978, p. 43).

Ramsay uses urban regime theory for her study’s basis of rural Maryland 

counties but advocates that historical, social, and cultural forces must be taken into 

account for a complete examination of economic development proposals. This thesis’ 

framework takes a similar approach through the use of Clarence Stone’s regime theory 

and social production model, in addition to Ramsay’s contention that the comparability 

of urban and rural development issues can be used to understand the dynamics of 

economic development proposals in Alaskan communities when historical, social, and
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cultural factors are factored in the analysis. The framework also uses Deborah 

Stone’s polis model to illustrate the public decision making process and Gaventa’s 

dimensions of power to illustrate power structures and disenfranchisement in each 

community. An examination of theoretical literature is required for understanding the 

assumptions used in the framework and for the analysis contained in Chapters Three, 

Four, and Five.

Market Model

Most current dominant and influential theories regarding economic 

development contain elements of the market model. Essentially, the market model 

describes “behavior as market driven and interprets the policy choices of local 

governments as rational responses to economic imperatives” (Ramsay, 1996, p. 11). 

Ramsay states the central hypothesis of the model as:

cities are rational entities that maximize their economic return, and 

this translates into a policy of pursuing capital investment for the benefit 

of the entire community, while eschewing redistributive social programs 

because they benefit only a part of the community to the detriment of the 

whole (1996, p. 15).

Rationality is a major tenet of the market model; decisions are based on rational 

choices, neutral facts, and complete information. The model does not allow for value 

judgments. Much as Steinberger contends, “the separation of facts and values is itself a 

value-inspired move” (1985, p. 54), Deborah Stone argues that “the categories of
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thought behind reasoned analysis are themselves constructed in political struggle,” 

and that “reasoned analysis is necessarily political” (1997, p. 375). Stone explains that 

in the mode of rational decision making “in the guise of numbers and the seeming logic 

of maximizing welfare, the criterion appears as an irrefutable, unassailable, and even 

innocent way of deciding” (1997, p. 256). However, facts are not neutral, political 

reasoning is replete with “facts” conceived on various biased interpretations, and no 

decision is ever made with “complete information,” therefore rational bases for 

decision making for economic development, as portrayed in the market model, does not 

exist.

The market model defines the public interest as “the net result of all individuals 

pursuing their self-interest” (Stone, 1997, p. 22). The market model assumes interests 

“that satisfy the most important needs of most consumers” are the stronger, prevailing 

interests, and that these become the public interests (Stone, 1997, p. 227). Given that 

economic development is prevalent in the market model, the prevailing interests are 

those most concerned with economic development, that is, business interests. Peterson 

confirms this, stating that “the city’s interest in attracting capital does not mean utter 

subservience to any particular corporation, but a sensitivity to the need for establishing 

an overall favorable climate” to business interests (1981, p. 28). Peterson makes the 

argument that local politicians are sensitive to economic interests in their communities 

because they “usually have a sense of community responsibility” and understand that a 

healthy economy leads to a community that has employment opportunities and is 

prosperous (1981, p. 28). Generally, in the market model consideration is not given to
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the quality of life, or historical, cultural, or social variables that lie at the center of the 

controversy over economic development in Girdwood and Nuiqsut. It is a given in the 

market model that if economic prosperity is pursued quality of life falls into place 

without special deliberation.

Two tenets of the market model do hold true to the situations of Girdwood and 

Nuiqsut. These include Peterson’s insight that local governments are limited in the 

policies they can implement (1981). Private investment, for the most part, provides jobs 

and the tax base that provides the financing for public spending. There is a special twist 

to even this tenet in Alaska where the state and federal governments are among the 

largest employers and especially in Nuiqsut where the North Slope Borough is one of 

the largest employers. However, Peterson is correct in his assessment of the limits of 

the formation and implementation of public policy available to city governments.

The second tenet that holds true to the situations in Girdwood and Nuiqsut is 

Peterson’s view of competition, another basic element of the market model. Cities 

compete with other cities for capital investment and industry, and are forced to provide 

a favorable business climate, usually consisting of tax breaks and other incentives for 

economic development. Peterson sees this as a positive in that:

cities seek to improve their market position, their attractiveness as a 

locale for economic activity. In the market economy that characterizes 

Western society, an advantageous economic position means a competitive 

edge in the production and distribution of desired commodities relative 

to other localities (1981, p. 22).
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At first glance it would seem that this competitiveness is not relevant in isolated rural 

communities in Alaska, such as Nuiqsut, which rely on natural resource extraction as 

their main economic activity, or in communities that have unique geographical based 

industries, such as the ski resort in Girdwood, and to a point this is true. There are, 

however, competitive individuals in each community who seek out economic 

development projects for the community, whether or not other community members 

view the projects in a favorable manner. The hotels in both communities are businesses 

of a competitive nature; they give individuals the opportunity to spend more time in 

Nuiqsut, for example, rather than in Prudhoe Bay or Barrow, or to spend time in 

Girdwood versus Anchorage. Moreover, both communities have several private 

businesses of a competitive nature.

Still, in citing the inadequacy of the market model, Ramsay states, “Politics, 

whether rural or urban, is not the expression of material interests alone” (1996, p. 16). 

She writes that “passions rooted in place and deeply felt identities” are as much a part 

of a political model as the prevailing business interests and rational decision making of 

the market model (Ramsay, 1996, p. 16). The market model does not take into account 

natural resource extraction, the main source of industry in much of Alaska, in which 

location is not a variable. The location of the natural resource dictates, to a large extent, 

where a business must locate. A business may have an office in Anchorage, as many oil 

companies do, however, they still have to negotiate with the local government of the 

locale in which the resource extraction takes place. The office in Anchorage is 

expendable; the location of the resource extraction is not. As mentioned above, neither
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does the model take into account geographically based industries, such as ski resorts. 

Each of the projects analyzed in this thesis were proposed for the specific community, 

based on their natural resources and geographical location; there were no other 

communities vying for the projects to be located in their area.

The “rational decision making” mode expressed by the model is not perceived 

by market model advocates as value laden, and does not give consideration to cultural, 

social, and historical forces, which are perceived as value laden. However, “rational 

decision making” is a false concept. The majority of public policy decisions, including 

those concerned with economic development, are made from positions imbued with the 

cultural, social and historical values of the decision maker(s); “any rational analysis is 

necessarily shaped by the structure of interests surrounding the issue” (Stone, 197, p. 

254). The fact that the market model does not recognize these values is a major factor 

in the rejection of this model for analysis of economic development in the communities 

of Nuiqsut and Girdwood. The economic development proposed for these communities 

is in diametrical opposition to the cultural, social, and historical values held by the 

majority of community members. The analysis will show that for economic 

development proposals to be acceptable to communities, these values must be given 

consideration in the planning and development phases.

Urban Regime Theory

Regime theories of government are more applicable to Alaska than market 

models. Urban regime theory is heavily influenced by Clarence Stone’s 1989 analysis
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of Atlanta. With both a political economy and historical approach, Stone defines an 

urban regime as “the informal arrangements by which public bodies and private 

interests function together in order to be able to make and carry out governing 

decisions” (1989, p. 6). He cites three elements of his definition as the “capacity to do 

something, a set of actors [both political and private] to do it, and a relationship among 

the actors that enables them to work together” (Stone, 1989, p. 179). Regime theory 

asks three significant questions: “who makes up the governing coalition, how is the 

coming together accomplished,” and most importantly, “with what consequences?” 

(Stone, 1989, p. 6).

The theory focuses on informal cooperation and coordination between 

governmental and non-governmental, usually business, actors. Clearly in capitalist 

societies, this coordination and cooperation is necessary between government and 

business actors. “It is the diffuseness and incoherence of capitalist society that makes 

the investor class attractive as a political ally. That attraction is magnified at a local 

level, where the formal authority of the government is especially weak...” (Stone,

1989, p. 229). Regime theory focuses on the issue of power as expressed through a 

social production model rather than a social control model. Social production is 

concerned with a capacity to act, assemble resources for a policy initiative, and 

accomplish goals. If the capacity to act or govern is achieved, power has been 

successfully exercised. Regimes that cooperate and coordinate well together blend their 

capacities and interests to achieve common public purposes, or what they determine to 

be common public interests. Regimes are not seen as “neutral mechanisms through
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which policy is made; they shape policy” and they are either effective or non- 

effective as measured by their capacity to act, assemble resources, and accomplish 

goals (Stone, 1989, p. 6). Stone cites that:

A genuinely effective regime is not only adept at promoting 

cooperation in the execution of complex and nonroutine projects, 

but is also able to comprehend the consequences of its actions and 

inactions for a diverse citizenry. The promotion of this broad 

comprehension is, after all, a major aim of democracy. Permanent 

or excluded minorities are inconsistent with the basic idea of equality 

that underpins democracy. That is why some notion of social learning 

is an essential part of the democratic process; all are entitled to have 

their situations understood. Thus, to the extent that urban regimes 

safeguard special privileges at the expense of social learning, 

democracy is weakened. (Stone, 1992, p. 63).

Regime theory takes as a given a set of government institutions subject to some 

degree of popular control and an economy guided mainly, but not exclusively by 

privately controlled investment decisions. Thus, it recognizes business’ privileged 

position in relation to government decision-making as a contextual force, a facet of 

community decision-making labeled ‘systemic power,’ a more tempered position than 

that of the market model. Additionally, a fundamental premise of regime theory is that 

decision-makers have relative autonomy, even with the systemic power of business. 

Regime theorists also argue that socioeconomically disadvantaged groups have less
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government representation and/or response and that this is a result of the 

organization of politics and inadequate forms of popular control.

Governing decisions in regimes “are not a matter of running or controlling 

everything,” but rather have to do with managing conflict and making adaptive 

responses to social change” (Stone, 1989, p. 6). Regime theory’s view of non-decision 

making is similar to Bachrach and Baratz’s “two faces of power thesis” which holds 

that within public policy debates, one view is allowed to surface, and therefore, one 

solution tends to dominate (Bachrach and Baratz, 1962, p. 947). Solutions to problems 

are not likely to be to the benefit of under-represented citizens because alternatives that 

may be beneficial to them do not surface and go unexplored.

Complexity of government is another fundamental premise of regime theory. 

Regimes exist in a network of social, business, and political relationships in which 

institutions and actors are involved. As a result of these diverse, extensive, and 

interdependent relationships, the system is fragmented and characterized by a lack of 

consensus. Fragmentation is due to the fact that regimes do not operate on the basis of a 

formal hierarchy, there is no single direction or control as in elite theories. Regime 

analysis sees the network as a coordinator of effective action. Network relations are 

established on the basis of solidarity, loyalty, trust, mutual support, and dependency.

Regime analysis is effective in examining the political structure within the 

Municipality of Anchorage and its effect on economic development in Girdwood, and 

in the North Slope Borough and its corresponding effect in Nuiqsut. The area of 

nondecision making has resonance in the Anchorage regime. Girdwood community
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generated alternatives to the rail spur proposal were virtually ignored by the 

municipal government and the Alaska Railroad. The identification of a set of actors 

constituting a regime and having an effect on public policy is possible in both the North 

Slope Borough and the Municipality of Anchorage. The theory gives little weight to 

cultural and social values, and does not explain the divergent reactions toward the 

proposed economic development between the communities of Girdwood and Nuiqsut, 

and the dominant governments and respective business interests. These values, while 

not included in a regime’s economic development plan, do surface in the public process 

when affected communities work to make decision makers understand the impacts 

development will have on their communities.

Polis Model

In place of the market model, Deborah Stone constructs “a model of society as a 

political community” which “sets forth the fundamental elements of human behavior 

and social life that Stone ‘Hakes to be axiomatic” (1997, p. 10). The concept of the 

polis, set in the community contains the humane and realistic dimensions of policy 

making that the market model lacks. Stone holds that the market model “gives us no 

way to talk about how people fight over visions of the public interest or the nature of 

the community -  the truly significant political questions underlying policy choices” 

(1997, p. 10). The polis model describes the “real world” of politics; it can be viewed as 

less a model than a conception of policymaking that explains the forces that impact 

political decision-making, though Stone does term it a model.
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Stone’s approach recognizes that much of the opposition to the two projects 

studied in this thesis, and countless others, is based, on some levels, on non-rational and 

emotional grounds and she validates that opposition as being acceptable and normal. 

Therefore, the inclusion of the “laws of passion” in the polis model underscores the 

flexibility and realism of this model (Stone, 1997, p. 29). Human beings do not 

consistently think or act in the purely rational manner that the market model requires. 

Stone understands that perfect rationality is impossible to attain, and that “information 

is never fully and equally available to all participants in politics” (1997, p. 29). Stone’s 

“laws of passion” illustrate what happens in the polis as citizens are involved and 

policy is made. One “law” holds that the public process is augmented when more 

citizens participate; this phenomenon is described as “political resources are enlarged or 

enhanced through use, rather than diminished”(Stone, 1997, p. 29). Under the premises 

of this law precedence becomes an important authority. Stone defines as a law that “the 

whole is greater than the sum of its parts,” meaning that actions can change in 

“meaning and impact when done in concert or in quantity” (1997, p. 31). This gives 

meaning and value to community concern and collective action over economic 

development proposals and their impact on the lives of community members, and 

illustrates that this impact deserves equal consideration with the economic benefits that 

development brings.

Power in the polis is “a phenomenon of communities and a resource that obeys 

the laws of passion rather than the laws of matter” (Stone, 1997, p. 31). In the polis 

model “change occurs through the interaction of mutually defining ideas and alliances.
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Ideas about politics shape political alliances, and strategic considerations of building 

and maintaining alliances in turn shape the ideas people espouse and seek to 

implement” (Stone, 1997, p. 32). Ideas and alliances are imbued with power, and 

power is used to gather political support to effect change in the polis. Ideas and 

alliances and the power they generate can be on behalf of affected communities or on 

behalf of the developers and other members in a regime network.

The polis model is a powerful and realistic model that allows for human frailties 

and failings. Stone emphasizes that there is no truly rational decision making, and terms 

it a false concept. All reasoning is political; the polis model makes implicit the meaning 

of the phrase “politics matters.”

Inclusion of the polis model in this study’s framework illustrates the change in 

public policy that can happen when communities affected by economic development 

proposals demand that their cultural, social, and historical values be taken into account 

by developers and the dominant government. The polis model allows understanding of 

the positions of developers, their supporters, and community members alike.

Developers may be just as passionate as community members about their proposals and 

their vision of the public interest; however, this should not be the only vision expressed 

in a public policy debate and the policy model allows other visions to come to light.

Social and Cultural Structure

Ramsay has conducted a study on two small Maryland communities that 

demonstrates how policy is molded by conflict and socially mediated choices. In her
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study she has applied urban political theories to rural communities (1996). Ramsay 

addresses the gemeinschaft-gesellschaft duality as having “calcified into an intellectual 

tradition that continues to shape our thinking about social relations in small towns and 

in large cities” (1996, p. 18). While she acknowledges differing levels of complexity 

between “rural communities and metropolitan environments,” she points out that the 

distinction is misleading and states, “it may be more useful to view these different 

categories as variants of a single phenomenon - the local community” (Ramsay, 1996, 

p. 19).

By Alaska standards, Girdwood is considered a small urban community; 

therefore no urban-rural distinctions can be made regarding Girdwood in relation to the 

other communities that make up the Municipality of Anchorage. However, it is to be 

noted there are several separate communities within the Municipality of Anchorage, 

and each contain different historical, social, and cultural structures. Nuiqsut is a small 

rural community; however, the issues and problems in Nuiqsut raised by the Alpine 

Field development proposal compare almost directly with issues and problems raised in 

Girdwood by the Alaska Railroad proposal in terms of concern with preserving the 

cultural and social structures of each community.

The political structures in the two communities Ramsay studies are unstable 

and fragmented; policy decisions regarding economic development “are not 

economically determined as the market model posits, but instead grow out of real 

choices that localities make through the political process” (1996, p. 25). Ramsay 

concludes that culture and social relations best explain the lack of economic
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development in these communities, and that communities planning economic 

development must be sensitive to who benefits, and who loses, from the development. 

She states “there are values and concerns in local communities that are not commercial, 

and those who govern should, in all justice, be made to sleep with the consequences of 

their policy decisions”(1996, p. 124).

When economic development is not a priority for community residents, and 

when cultural or social factors are not given consideration in economic development 

planning, conflict is created. Ramsay notes “preferences may be nonmaterial as well as 

material in nature”(1996, p. 114). For example, the resistance to planned economic 

development in Girdwood is often predicated on the fact that local trails will be 

impacted. The value of these trails to community residents, while nonmaterial, has been 

documented time and time again in municipal planning documents and public hearings, 

and if trails are to be impacted by development many in the community prioritize the 

trails over the proposed development. Similarly, and to a larger magnitude given the 

cultural significance of subsistence to Nuiqsut residents, concern about economic 

development in Nuiqsut is often based on the impact to the local residents’ ability to 

practice subsistence in traditional areas. This is a nonmaterial preference, a priority, and 

a strong social and culturally guided preference.

Ramsay examined power relationships in the communities she studied and 

found, much like Gaventa, that social structures and power relationships in these 

communities “were characterized by the extreme inequality of access to power, capital, 

and economic and social opportunity”(Ramsay, 1996, p. 117). She found that these
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social structures “naturally give rise to what Bachrach and Baratz have called the 

‘second face of power,’ which manifests itself in nondecision making” and that 

“potential opponents tend to remain silent on sensitive policy issues because of their 

wish to avoid repercussions, thus leaving elites in control of the policy agenda”

(Ramsay, 1996, p. 117).

Dimensions of Power

Gaventa provides a roadmap to chart power relationships or what he terms “the 

dimensions of power” both internal and external that impact communities (1980, p. 5). 

Though he writes about rural communities in the Appalachians, his three-dimensional 

approach is also useful for examining where power lies in urban communities. The first 

dimension Gaventa describes is concerned with “observable conflict in decision 

making,” who wins and who loses in resolving issues in a community, and is concerned 

with political resources and how they are wielded (1980, p. 13). The second dimension 

includes elements of Bachrach and Baratz’s “mobilization of bias,” in that it 

incorporates the first dimension of observable conflict in addition to the non-decisions 

that occur in political systems (Gaventa, 1980, p. 14). Mobilization of bias “refers to a 

set of structures including norms, beliefs, rituals, institutions, organizations and 

procedures that operate systematically to benefit certain groups at the expense of others 

(Bachrach & Botwinick, 1992, p. 14). Mobilization of bias is effective in nondecision 

making, keeping decisions or solutions deemed not advantageous to the regime from 

reaching the decision-making agenda. Forms of non-decision making include “force,
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the threat of sanctions, negative or positive, ranging from intimidation to co

optation” and a form of systemic power, “invocation of an existing bias of the political 

system, a norm, precedent, rule or procedure-to squelch a threatening demand or 

incipient issue” (Gaventa, 1980, p. 14).

Gaventa describes his third dimension, “by far the least developed and least 

understood mechanism of power,” as that of “specifying the means through which 

power influences, shapes, or determines conceptions of the necessities, possibilities and 

strategies of challenge in situations of latent conflict” (1980, p. 15). The third 

dimension of power includes studying “social myths, language, symbols and how they 

are shaped or manipulated in power processes” (Gaventa, 1980, p. 15). Power 

mechanisms in this third dimension include “processes of information control, 

socialization”.... and “psychological adaptations to the state of being without power” 

(Gaventa, 1980, p. 16). “A sense of powerlessness may manifest itself as extensive 

fatalism, self-deprecation, or undue apathy about one’s situation” (Gaventa, 1980, p.

17).

Many of these tenets of powerlessness and disenfranchisement were observed in 

citizens in Girdwood and Nuiqsut during the course of this study. Examples include the 

perception in Nuiqsut that the community had to cooperate with oil developers because 

they had no other choice, or the similar perception in Girdwood that community 

members had no power to fight against development championed by the Alaska 

Railroad, Alyeska Resort, and Senator Stevens. Residents of Girdwood who are 

employed by Alyeska Resort, at a fairly high level, and who were opposed to the rail
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spur, did not speak against the proposal at public meetings out of fear that they 

would suffer repercussions at work. Community residents who were opposed to the 

developments and actively involved in the public process were faced with the task of 

prodding (and begging) those who felt resistance was futile to get involved and, 

perhaps, impact the development proposal.

Historical Perspective

A historical perspective shows the intertwined social, cultural, and economic 

effects of public policy. This approach can illustrate how public policy is preceded by 

causal factors that can be traced to earlier public policy, historical trends, and events. 

Judd writes, “historically, city politics has evolved as an interplay between 

governmental power and private investment” (1988, p. 1). His statement gives 

emphasis to the idea that community relationships, culture, and social structure cannot 

be understood without an analysis of historical effects and influences. Ramsay uses the 

same approach in her 1996 study of two small Maryland communities. She states that 

her research required “an analysis of how local history, social structures, and culture 

molded the policy preferences of individuals, and ...how these variables shaped policy 

decisions about economic development...’’(Ramsay, 1996, p. 5).

Clarence Stone underscores the advantage of a historical approach in his study 

of Atlanta: “because of the interplay of change and continuity, urban regimes are 

perhaps best studied over time”(1989, p. 9). The history of a community works to 

shape cultural values and social structures, time and events shape and reshape social
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structures and a historical approach allows for structural change to play a role in 

analysis.

In order to identify dimensions of power as delineated by Gaventa, a historical 

approach is necessary to understand who wins and who loses in certain decisions, for 

the short and long term; what issues are and are not brought to the table to be examined; 

and to understand where and why power lies in the social structures of individual 

communities. For example, in Girdwood, there is resentment of the power of the 

Municipality over Girdwood issues, often among those citizens who lived in Girdwood 

when it was a third class city. A historical approach enables this resentment to be 

brought into the study and gives understanding to the perception of some Girdwood 

residents that public policy is dictated to the community by the Municipality of 

Anchorage. The historical perspective for the people of Nuiqsut extends from their 

occupancy of the land “from time immemorial” through the culture strife and rapid 

social change brought about as a result of subjugation by western cultures and 

governments, to land claim settlements, and to the rising power of their own Native 

corporate entities.

Synthesis Framework

The framework for this study consists of a historical approach with a synthesis 

of regime theory, the polis model, and the contextual factors of local history, culture, 

and social structures. The framework provides for an accurate depiction of what exactly 

happened in each community as they dealt with their respective economic development
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proposal. The framework allows for the impact of economic development proposals 

and community reactions to be fully explored; and is relevant to Alaska rural areas and 

Native cultural practices, but is also relevant for the urban community of Girdwood, 

given its cultural and historical differences from the greater Anchorage Municipality.

The framework assumes the existence of regimes in Anchorage and in the 

North Slope Borough; it assumes that consideration of historical, cultural, and social 

values of communities are imperative in the economic development process, and if not 

included these values are invariably inserted during the public process by affected 

communities. Lastly, the framework assumes that in all communities pockets of 

disenfranchised individuals exist, and to be truly effective, a regime must consider 

development impacts on all citizens of a community. Regime theory, and its social 

production model, illuminates how regimes move economic development projects 

forward in the cooperative government and business networks. The polis model 

illustrates the political process each proposal went through in the public arena and that 

process’ effect on policy decisions. Ramsay’s contention that urban and rural 

communities are similar in their need for consideration of social, cultural, and historical 

factors to explain community reaction to economic development is inherent in the 

framework’s approach. Additionally, Gaventa’s study of power relationships is 

applicable to the power relationships studied in this thesis. The synthesis framework is 

useful in illustrating the impact of historical, social and cultural values on the political 

dynamics that take place in communities while they deal with economic development 

proposals.
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Population and Study Design

The communities of Girdwood, within the Municipality of Anchorage, and 

Nuiqsut, within the North Slope Borough, provide a unique opportunity to study local 

control and community action with regard to economic development proposals. This 

study will be applicable to small communities dominated by larger governmental 

entities whether those dominant governments are boroughs, counties, or states.

The community of Girdwood has faced an economic development mandate by 

the Municipality of Anchorage (MOA), contained in the Girdwood Area Plan (GAP) 

adopted in 1995. The Girdwood community has participated in public economic 

development decisions almost continuously for the past five years. Since the adoption 

of the GAP, the community has dealt with the possibility of the Alaska Railroad 

extending a spur to the Alyeska Prince Hotel, the planned development of an 18 hole 

golf course with accompanying residential and commercial development on 380 acres 

of municipally owned land, and the upcoming release of a municipal request for 

proposal for the opening of the upper valley area for the development of another ski 

resort.

The community of Nuiqsut has faced a similar mandate in oil development on 

lands near the village that are jointly owned by the state and federal governments and 

Native corporations. Exploration for oil near the village began in 1992 soon after 

Kuukpik Corporation, the village’s Native corporation, gave its consent for ARCO 

Alaska to access lands to which the village corporation owned surface rights. In 

October of 1996, ARCO and Anadarko Oil Company announced the discovery of the
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Alpine field, eight miles east of the village, and located on Kuukpik Corporation 

land. In January of 1997 Kuukpik Corporation signed a Surface Use Agreement with 

ARCO, which allowed the company to proceed with construction of the oil pad and 

other facilities in the winter of 1997-1998. Oil production at the Alpine field began in 

December of 2000.

Eventually, Nuiqsut will be surrounded by oil fields; the village is located 

within the eastern boundary of the National Petroleum Reserve Alaska (NPR-A).

Phillips Alaska Incorporated (PAI) is currently in the permitting process for two 

additional fields, one located 14.5 miles north of the village and the other 5.5 miles 

north. Needless to say, with the planning and development that has already taken place 

and that to come, villagers are inundated with information from government agencies 

and oil companies, and have had, and will continue to have, a myriad of meetings and 

decisions to participate in.

Statement of Methodology

Qualitative data for the Girdwood and Municipality of Anchorage portion of 

this study are drawn from a number of sources including reports, plans, and studies 

published by the Municipality of Anchorage regarding the community of Girdwood. 

These include the 1995 Girdwood Area Plan, the Girdwood Transportation Study, 

published in 1997, and the 2000 Girdwood Commercial Areas and Transportation Plan. 

Transcripts of meeting minutes of the Municipality of Anchorage Assembly, the
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Girdwood Board of Supervisors, and the Girdwood Land Use committee are used, as 

well as participant observation by the author.

Formal and informal interviews were conducted with municipal authorities in 

various departments, including the department of Community Planning and 

Development and the Heritage Land Bank, and Anchorage Assembly members.

Members of the Girdwood Board of Supervisors and other community leaders were 

also interviewed.

Qualitative and quantitative data for the village of Nuiqsut were gathered while 

the author was part of a research team conducting a sociocultural study of the village of 

Nuiqsut. Household interviews were conducted with 97 of the 116 households in 

Nuiqsut. Additionally, more in-depth interviews were conducted with Native 

corporation board members, other active community members, and agency personnel 

that participated in the Alpine permitting process. Studies conducted by the United 

States Department of Interior Minerals Management Service were consulted, as well as 

minutes from public hearings and other community meetings and the Surface Use 

Agreement between Kuukpik Corporation and ARCO Alaska, Inc. The Nuiqsut 

Paisanich, a cultural plan for the village, formulated by the North Slope Borough 

Planning Department with assistance from the Borough’s Commission on History and 

Culture, is a resource. Participant observation, including attendance at community 

meetings and casual conversations with village residents was practiced in addition to 

interviews specific to this paper with community members and others involved in the 

development process.
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Participant observation “or what some call the art of ethnography” is the 

“study of people in their own time and space, in their own everyday lives. It is often 

referred to as natural sociology, studying subjects in their natural habitat.. .’’(Buraway 

et al, 1991, p. 2). Liebow’s description of the role of the participant observer is that 

“the researcher tries to participate as fully as possible in the life of the people being 

studied. ... One simply goes where they go, gets to know them over time as best one 

can, and tries very hard to see the world from their perspective” (Liebow, 1993, p. vii). 

The advantages of participant observation are “assumed to lie not just in direct 

observation of how people act but also how they understand and experience those acts.

It enables us to juxtapose what people say they are up to against what they actually do” 

(Buroway et al, 1991, p. 2). The disadvantages of participant observation stem from 

the same place as its advantages, contact with participants in a situation can lead to loss 

of objectivity. I recognize both the advantages and disadvantages of participant 

observation, however by practicing it I have been able to gain access to information I 

wouldn’t have ordinarily been given. My position in the community of Girdwood and 

my participation as a researcher in Nuiqsut have led to numerous occasions for informal 

data gathering in conversations with community residents and municipal, city and 

borough officials. I have documented the reactions of the two communities to the 

proposed developments and examined how they fit within relevant political theory, and 

if the communities’ concerns were effectively addressed with regard to impacts on 

social, cultural, and historical values. The use of qualitative research provides context 

and meaning to the actions of community members and other involved actors.
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Chapter Three - Girdwood

Historical Background

The town of Girdwood, originally called Glacier City, is located in a creek and 

glacier filled mountain valley on Tumagain Arm, 40 miles south of Anchorage on the 

Seward Highway. It was settled as a gold mining and railroad supply camp in the late 

1890’s. Placer gold was discovered on California Creek in 1895, and on Crow Creek in 

1896. Traces of gold mining operations are still found in the hills that surround the 

contemporary community. The town was renamed Girdwood in honor of James 

Girdwood, an Irish immigrant who moved to Alaska in 1906 and staked gold claims on 

Crow Creek. By 1906, the “tiny city boasted fifteen buildings including a bathhouse, 

stable, blacksmiths, a commissary and five saloons; and on weekends was flooded with 

over three hundred railroad workers, miners and visitors from Anchorage” (Koman, 

1989, p. 131).

By 1910 the Alaska Northern Railway reached Kern Creek, four miles southeast 

of Girdwood, from Seward. The railhead was reached by boat and a trail from 

Girdwood. The Iditarod Trail also connected Girdwood with Anchorage and Seward. In 

the 1920’s the Alaska Railroad was completed to Anchorage, with road access via the



Seward Highway constructed in 1949. Gold mines in the area closed in the late 

1930’s and “the community almost became a ghost town,” with a population of 79 in 

the 1950 census (Girdwood Area Plan, 1995, p. 7).

Ski enthusiasts from Girdwood and Anchorage constructed Alyeska Ski Resort 

in the mid-1950’s. By 1962 the Alyeska Ski Corporation had been permitted 233 acres 

of land from the State of Alaska and the first housing subdivision close to the mountain 

was developed with roads and water service.

Girdwood was incorporated as a third class city in September 1961 by a 

unanimous local vote. At this time Girdwood’s population was small, 63 in the 1960 

census, but “the area was seeing increased seasonal and weekend use” in summer and 

winter because of the close proximity to Anchorage and the developing ski resort 

(Girdwood Area Plan, 1995, p. 7). Through the sixties and seventies the population 

slowly grew with development of additional subdivisions and the ski area. In the 1980’s 

Girdwood grew with the “continued oil-fed prosperity of the Alaska economy, both in 

the number of secondary recreational homes as well as primary homes for new 

residents” (Girdwood Area Plan, 1995, p. 9).

The Anchorage Borough, which included Girdwood, was “mandatorily 

incorporated on January 1, 1964” by legislation passed in the Alaska Legislature in 

1963 (Morehouse, et al, 1984, p. 44). In 1975, Girdwood’s city government was 

dissolved in the third of three attempts to create a “new unified home rule municipality” 

with the Municipality of Anchorage and the Anchorage Borough (Girdwood Area Plan, 

1995, p.8). The Alaska State legislature authorized boroughs and cities to “form a
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single unit of home rule local government” in 1967 (Morehouse, et al, 1984, p. 61). 

Votes to unify and create the Municipality of Anchorage were held in the Anchorage 

area in 1970, 1971, and were finally successful in 1975. In 1975 Girdwood had 265 

registered voters, of those, only 56 voted in the September 15, 1975 election to approve 

the unification of the borough and municipality of Anchorage. The vote in Girdwood 

ran 46 votes against unification and ten votes in favor. The issue of unification has not 

disappeared in Girdwood. There are those who harbor hopes of the community 

seceding from the Municipality of Anchorage. During the course of the rail spur issue 

local residents held several meetings on the issue of secession and the idea is often 

raised during community conflicts with the greater Municipality of Anchorage.

The unification attempts in Juneau, Sitka and Anchorage were similar in that 

“in each of these cases, the dominant cities were the strongest proponents of 

unification; smaller incorporated or unincorporated settlements were most strongly 

against” (Morehouse et al, 1984, p. 63). “The fears of many small community and rural 

residents were.. that they would lose their identities, fall under city control, and be 

forced to pay higher taxes.. .’’(Morehouse, et al, 1984, p. 63). Service areas were 

instituted in the Municipality of Anchorage to “at least partially allay these fears” 

giving the service areas “their own service levels and mill rates and election of 

assembly members from separate districts within” the municipal area (Morehouse, et al, 

1984, p. 63). However, “if service areas can deliver on the promise of borough 

responsiveness to local lifestyle and service demand variations, they can also thwart the 

equally touted borough government promises of services integration, efficiency and
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equity” (Morehouse, et al, 1984, p. 56). They may also, as the Girdwood case study 

illustrates, give the local population a false sense of local control over community 

issues.

Today Girdwood has a population of 1,817 according to the 2000 United States 

Census. Girdwood residents are employed as small business owners, construction 

workers, teachers, doctors, lawyers, government workers, and general business 

employees in Girdwood and Anchorage. For many residents, Girdwood is a bedroom 

community as they commute to Anchorage; and there is a considerable contingent of 

the population that are employed on the North Slope or are commercial fishers who 

commute to their work.

In some senses, Girdwood is an odd community. There is no cemetery in the 

community and there are very few multi-generational families that reside there. The 

population is transitional due, somewhat, to the limited employment available. The 

transitional nature of the community is compounded by the fact that many residents 

leave the community to work, and that students above the eighth grade commute to 

Anchorage for secondary education. Large numbers of residents spend more time away 

from their community than time in the community and in these aspects, Girdwood 

looks like many suburban communities in the United States.

However, even given the high rate of resident absenteeism, there is a high rate 

of community cohesion, commitment, and volunteerism. This results in projects such 

as the Marlowe Pavilion, constructed by volunteers to commemorate a local mother and 

daughter that were killed by a drunk driver on the Seward Highway. The Four Comers
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Tram which crosses Glacier Creek to connect two sections of the Girdwood trail 

system is the result of three years of volunteer labor and community donations. KEUL, 

the local public radio station was initiated by local residents and is entirely staffed by 

volunteers. Additionally, residents volunteer time serving on the local community 

school board, the day care board of directors, the Parent Teacher Association, and with 

the Lions and Rotary clubs. A point that is often brought up in community discussions 

and meetings is that residents, for the most part, choose to live in Girdwood for the 

quality of life it affords. Residents’ employment may be located somewhere else, 

however they will make the commute and pay a higher price for real estate than in 

Anchorage because of their commitment to the quality of life and community values 

Girdwood offers. The quality of life and values include a small town atmosphere and 

access to wilderness and outdoor recreation.

Governmental Structure

Girdwood Board of Supervisors and Land Use Committee

The Girdwood Board of Supervisors (GBOS), the local service area board, 

serves the function of local government in Girdwood, though the board is only advisory 

to the Anchorage Assembly and the mayor of the Municipality of Anchorage. Voters in 

precinct 207 elect the five members of the GBOS. The Anchorage Municipal Code 

(AMC), Section 27.20.110, cites that the Girdwood Board of Supervisors is charged 

with “street construction and maintenance, solid waste collection, fire protection, and 

parks and recreation.” However, informally, the GBOS has served a greater function
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than what the municipal code describes. Municipal departments have always come to 

the GBOS for approval of projects, even if those projects are outside the jurisdiction of 

the GBOS On more than one occasion municipal officials have mentioned that they 

view the GBOS as a “more than advisory” body, and give the GBOS more authority 

than the code does, due to the fact that Girdwood was once a third class city.

Due to a complaint filed with the Municipality of Anchorage’s Ombudsmen 

over the GBOS’ handling of the rail spur issue, the GBOS has been reorganized to 

oversee land use issues in the Girdwood valley. By doing so, the GBOS has 

incorporated the functions of a local community council, as defined in the Anchorage 

Municipal Code (AMC). The AMC defines community councils as “nonprofit, 

voluntary, self-governing associations composed of residents, property owners, 

business owners and representatives from nonprofit associations and other entities 

located within geographical areas designated as districts by the assembly”(AMC,

Section 2.40.030). The AMC notes that community councils are intended to give “local 

governing bodies an improved basis for decision-making assignment of priorities for all 

programs affecting community development and individual well-being”(AMC, Section 

2.40.020). The GBOS had acted under the assumption that they possessed these 

abilities, and therefore, those regarding land use issues, for many years. Due to the 

Ombudsman’s decision a local vote, held in April of 1999, officially gave the GBOS 

those powers and created a Land Use Committee (LUC). Meetings of the Land Use 

Committee are conducted much like a community council with each attendee who is a 

resident and/or property owner having one vote on decisions. These decisions are then
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carried forward to the GBOS who, if their vote is contrary to the LUC is required to 

draft an explanatory letter to the community.

It should be noted that while the Girdwood community worked with their 

representatives on the Anchorage Assembly and the Municipal Attorney’s office to 

design and draft these changes, when the Anchorage Assembly passed the revised 

ordinance in May 2001, Mayor George Wuerch vetoed it. Despite several somewhat 

fractious meetings between Assembly members, Girdwood Board of Supervisors 

members, Mayor Wuerch, and the Municipal Attorney, at this writing in October of 

2001, the matter has still not been resolved. However, the Girdwood Board of 

Supervisors and the Land Use Committee are operating as if the changes had become 

law. There is a discernible demand for more local control in the community and 

situations such as this add fuel to the secession fire.

Many residents of Girdwood consider the Girdwood Board of Supervisors to be 

their local government, when, in reality, the local government is the Anchorage 

Assembly. The GBOS is the first, and often only, governing body residents go before to 

testify on local issues. Developers of any project in Girdwood come before the GBOS 

and the Land Use Committee, and often these appearances are the only opportunity 

local residents take to comment on proposed development. Girdwood residents do have 

the opportunity to write letters or give public testimony before the Heritage Land Bank 

Commission, the Anchorage Planning and Zoning Commission, and the Anchorage 

Assembly. However, often by the time issues reach those levels, Girdwood residents 

feel they have no effect on the actions of these bodies; and many times Girdwood
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residents don’t have the time or desire to drive the 80 mile round-trip to Anchorage 

to participate in public meetings. The rail spur issue has been an exception to this usual 

course of events. The proposed spur will be located on Heritage Land Bank (HLB) 

land, therefore many residents wrote letters and testified at the HLB commission’s 

hearing on the spur issue. Anchorage Assembly members have commented that they 

have received more emails, faxes and letters regarding the rail spur issue than any other 

issue before the Assembly in recent history.

Municipality of Anchorage Heritage Land Bank

The Heritage Land Bank (HLB) is the municipal land manager of 4,820 acres of 

land in the Girdwood valley. A “land bank” is described as “a government agency, 

program, or account acting as a depository or reserve for real estate owned by the 

government” (Yarzebinski, 1994, p. 70). The Municipality of Anchorage created the 

Heritage Land Bank in 1971 to oversee its land selections from the State of Alaska. 

Currently, the HLB manages 12, 000 acres of land. A former Economic Development 

Specialist for the Heritage Land Bank writes, “the HLB property becomes important to 

businesses searching for developable property, and the Municipality attempting to 

expand its tax base” (Yarzebinski, 1994, p. 73). Yarzebinski concludes, “The land 

bank may be one economic development tool that fits that delicate balance between 

municipality and business, between incentive and give-away, between obtaining or 

losing that business and employment opportunity” (1994, p. 74). “Policies and 

procedures [for land disposal] will assist the land bank to respond as an economic
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development tool or as an economic development incentive,” (Yarzebinski, 1994, 

p.74). Since the preferred route for the rail spur into the Girdwood valley traverses 

solely on Heritage Land Bank land, if the spur is developed, the HLB and the Alaska 

Railroad will have to come to an, as yet, undecided price and disposal process for the 

land. Yarzebinski’s statement regarding use of land bank assets as economic 

development tools and economic development incentives underscores the market model 

mentality of the Municipality of Anchorage and of rail spur proponents in the 

Girdwood conflict.

Non-governmental Organizations 

Alyeska Resort and Seibu Corporation

The Alyeska Ski Resort and the Alyeska Prince Hotel are the largest single 

employers in the Girdwood Valley, employing approximately 375 at peak winter 

operations, and 150 to 250 in summer (Bahnson). The 304 room Alyeska Prince Hotel, 

a huge concrete monolith with a rusting metal roof stands at the end of the road, as far 

as one can drive into the Girdwood valley. Approximately 50 percent of the Resort’s 

employees live in Girdwood and the other 50 percent commute from Anchorage. 

Approximately 70 percent of the housekeeping and lower wage earners commute from 

Anchorage due to the high cost of housing in Girdwood (Bahnson). According to vice- 

president and managing director of the resort Chris von Imhof, the hotel has “a difficult 

time turning a profit” (Herschleb, Meeting Notes, 2/11/2001). In fact, according to a
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September 2000 article in the Anchorage Daily News, the hotel opened in 1994 and 

“this year turned its first profit since opening” (Hopfinger, 2000, p. Al).

Von Imhof, a long time resident of Girdwood, is a member of the board of 

directors of the newly formed Alaska Travel Industry Association that has replaced the 

now defunct Alaska Visitors Association. He is a well-known and well-liked 

personality in business and tourism circles in Alaska, and is skilled at cultivating these 

relationships. His expertise in the tourism area and business and political connections 

identifies him as a member of the Anchorage based network of social and business 

associates, characteristic of regime theory, and which strongly advocates for the rail 

spur development proposal.

At the April 1997 Girdwood Board of Supervisors meeting Bruce Carr of the 

Alaska Railroad made a presentation regarding the proposed rail spur, the first public 

information session held on the issue. At the meeting Carr passed around a notebook of 

information related to the rail spur and the Alaska Railroad. The notebook contained a 

letter to Senator Ted Stevens and Alaska Railroad Chair Bill Sheffield, dated October 

21, 1996. The letter confirmed a conversation held during a “campaign tour for Senator 

Stevens” on the Alaska Railroad discussing “that you [Senator Stevens] thought it 

would be feasible and possible to allocate federal highway funds for such a railroad 

extension” (von Imhof, 10/21/96). Governor Sheffield and Senator Stevens are also 

members of the Anchorage based social and business network or the Anchorage regime 

as it will be termed in this thesis. The von Imhof letter gives the perception that the 

three are exercising “the informal arrangements by which public bodies and private
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interests function together in order to be able to make and carry out governing 

decisions” (Stone, 1989, p. 6).

In his letter Mr. von Imhof also mentions that the rail spur would “bring 

business into our valley” and would be “good for business,” which would imply the 

privileged position of business in Alaska and in the Municipality of Anchorage as 

discussed by regime theory (von Imhof, 10/21/96). The discussion of a future 

development, beneficial to both the Alyeska Resort, a private business, and the state 

owned Alaska Railroad taking place during a campaign tour would seem to be an 

excellent example of regime politics at work.

A Japanese corporation owns the Alyeska Resort complex. The owner, Yoshiaki 

Tsutsumi, is “the richer than Buddha president of the Japan Ski Association, a vice 

president of the local [Nagano] organizing committee and the owner of the gargantuan 

Seibu Corporation, whose holdings include the Prince Hotel chain and baseball’s Seibu 

Lions, last season’s Pacific League champion” (Rushin, 1998, p. 22). Seibu 

Corporation specializes in railways, luxury hotels, and leisure resorts. The corporation 

owns a hotel in Nagano, Japan, the Shiga Kogen, built in time for the 1998 Winter 

Olympics, and has a railway station integrated into it where the bullet train from Tokyo 

arrives and departs. There is speculation on the part of some Girdwood residents that a 

train to the Alyeska Resort would be a factor in favor of the Seibu Corporation’s 

decision to continue support for Alyeska Resort given the resort’s financially unstable 

position.
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Alaska Railroad

The Alaska Railroad was constructed by the federal government and began 

operations in 1923. The federal government operated the Railroad until its sale to the 

State of Alaska for $22.3 million in January of 1985. The Alaska Railroad operates as a 

quasi-private corporation, the Alaska Railroad Corporation (ARRC), under state 

legislation that allows the corporation to “own and operate the railroad and manage the 

rail, industrial, port and other properties”(ARRC Annual Report, 2000, p. 16). A seven- 

member board of directors, appointed by the governor of Aaska, oversees railroad 

operations.

Athough owned by the State of Aaska, the corporation receives no direct 

appropriations from the Aaska legislature; however, the railroad does receive large 

amounts of federal appropriations through the good graces of Aaska’s senior senator, 

Ted Stevens. Two 1997 federal appropriations bills contained a total of $15.3 million 

for the Aaska Railroad “to pay for maintenance and upgrade of track and equipment 

and to expand the railroad’s dock in Seward” (Associated Press, 1997, p. B8). In 1998 

the federal budget appropriation for the Aaska Railroad was “$13 million for safety 

systems and track upgrades, plus $28 million to build an elevated train station at the 

Anchorage International Arport” (Bell, 1998, p. Al). Additionally, in 1998, 

Municipality of Anchorage “officials were surprised” to learn the Municipality was to 

receive a $4.3 million federal grant “to build a bus station adjacent to the train depot 

and buy buses and shuttle buses to serve the depot” (Bell, 1998, p. Al). The 2000



federal transportation spending bill, H.R. 2084, contained a $10 million Federal 

Transit Administration grant for the “Girdwood rail project” (Berman). This would 

seem to be another example of regime politics at work, in that non-local government 

officials are engaged in policy making that would greatly impact a community, without 

the knowledge of the impacted community.

President and Chief Executive Officer of the Alaska Railroad, until January 23, 

2001, was former governor of Alaska, Bill Sheffield. In this situation, given the nature 

of the Alaska Railroad’s quasi-corporate status, Sheffield played a dual role in the 

Anchorage regime, that of politician and businessman. He worked eagerly to expand 

the railway into tourism related business and worked closely with Senator Ted Stevens 

to bring the annual federal appropriations to the Railroad. Governor Sheffield resigned 

in January of this year and Gen. Patrick K. Gamble, a “four-star general and head of the 

Alaskan Command” has assumed the CEO position at the Alaska Railroad Corporation 

(Hunter, 2001, p. Al). Sheffield has gone on to become interim port director for the 

Municipality of Anchorage, another politically powerful role in the Anchorage regime.

Girdwood 2020

Girdwood 2020, an organization dedicated to promoting development in 

Girdwood, was formed in February 2000 and incorporated as a nonprofit corporation in 

May 2000 by a group of Girdwood and Anchorage residents. The executive committee 

of the group has influential members from the Girdwood community and from 

Anchorage. Girdwood members include former GBOS members, current and former
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Municipal Heritage Land Bank Commission members, Girdwood business owners, 

Alyeska Resort General Manager, Chris von Imhof, and even Tommy Moe, Olympic 

skier and sometime Girdwood resident. Anchorage members of the executive 

committee include: Larry Cash, principal of Cash Bamer Architects; Jim Barnett, 

attorney, and a principal of Girdwood Valley Development Corporation, holders of the 

lease to develop the golf course in Girdwood; Lana Johnson, a co-owner of the 

advertising and public relations firm of Northwest Strategies, and a spokesperson for 

the Northwest Cruise Ship Association; and Dave Hamre and Mike Overcast, owners of 

Chugach Powder Guides, a Girdwood helicopter skiing business are also members of 

the executive committee.

Tom Yeager, an executive committee member, remembers that the initial group 

came together due to “general frustration over several issues, especially opposition to 

the proposed golf course and the rail spur” (Yeager). The group’s “Vision Statement” 

delineates their support for the rail spur proposed by the Alaska Railroad. It reads:

“The important objective of minimizing automobile and tour bus traffic on the Seward 

and Alyeska Highways will be achieved by rail service connecting the Alyeska Resort 

to the Ted Stevens International Airport in Anchorage and to the cruise ship docks at 

Whittier and Seward” (Girdwood 2020, undated, p. 2).

The organization sponsored two surveys regarding Girdwood issues and used 

them to lobby Anchorage Assembly members regarding the rail spur issue. In a 

September 2000 letter to Pat Abney, one of Girdwood’s two representatives on the 

Anchorage Assembly, Girdwood 2020 included the questions and results of their first
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poll, including a question regarding support for the rail spur. The question asked the 

respondent if they favored “extending the Alaska Railroad into the Girdwood valley.

This service would be provided by a commuter rail, using quieter, smaller, state of the 

art, self propelled cars” (Bjom-Roli and McCarthy). Aside from being an obvious 

“push poll” question, the question is entirely misleading. The Alaska Railroad has 

made it very clear that the proposed spur will not be a “commuter rail” line, or light 

rail, because light rail trains and freight engines, from which the Alaska Railroad 

derives most of its revenues, cannot legally run on the same rail line. At the Girdwood 

Board of Supervisors meeting on May 7, 1997, Bruce Carr, an Alaska Railroad 

representative stated that “the Alaska Railroad does not do light rail” (GBOS Minutes, 

May 7, 1997, p. 1).

The second poll that Girdwood 2020 financed was used to discredit Assembly 

member Dick Tremaine after he offered a compromise amendment to the proposed 

Girdwood Commercial Areas and Transportation Plan that would have delayed the rail 

spur until at least 2016. This poll questioned respondents’ attitudes toward several local 

politicians, including Tremaine, then introduced an inflammatory version of Tremaine’s 

amendment, characterizing it with a pronounced anti-development slant, and then again 

asked the respondent his/her view of Tremaine. The approval rating of Tremaine went 

from 23.1% positive, 13.4% negative and 34.8% neutral in the first question to 30.8% 

positive, 39.6% negative and 29.6% neutral in the second question (Moore, 2001, pgs.

2, 4, 5). The poll was used to discredit Tremaine in a “Voice of the Times” editorial in 

the Anchorage Daily News. The editorial accused Tremaine of “attempting an end run
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around a ten year public process by attempting to award the future of Girdwood to a 

small group of his constituents,” and “siding with the no-growth group in the battle 

over whether Girdwood will develop its full potential as a resort community” (Voice of 

the Times, 2001, p. B5). Tom Brennan, an editor for Voice of the Times, is a Girdwood 

2020 member and can also be considered a member of the Anchorage Regime.

At the January 2001 meeting of the Girdwood Land Use Committee (LUC), the 

annual election of officers took place. Many Girdwood 2020 members, friends and 

family of members that had not previously attended LUC meetings were in attendance 

at the January meeting. The anti-spur officers, Bill Donohue, Chair; Joan Frankevich, 

vice-Chair; and John Gallup, Secretary, were voted out of office by an average of a ten 

vote margin each. The new officers elected were Girdwood 2020 Executive Committee 

members, George McCoy as Land Use Committee Chair; Gary McCarthy as vice- 

Chair, and Mike Overcast, Secretary. The Land Use Committee is structured as a 

committee of the whole and Girdwood residents, property owners, business owners, 

and representatives of nonprofits are each accorded one vote.

Formal Planning Documents

The Municipality of Anchorage is committed to the development of the 

Girdwood valley as a “major destination resort” (Girdwood Area Plan, 1995, p. 1). The 

Heritage Land Bank manages much of the land that the Municipality proposes for resort 

facilities development. At present, approximately 380 acres of HLB land is set to be
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leased for a proposed golf course and Nordic ski trail system accompanied by 

residential and commercial development.

In 1995, the Municipality of Anchorage (MO A) published the final draft of the 

Girdwood Area Plan (GAP), a comprehensive plan “to guide the decisions regarding 

the future use of lands in the valley of Glacier Creek and its tributaries” (GAP, 1995, p. 

1). This plan is the culmination of two years of work on the part of the community and 

the MOA Department of Community Planning and Development and was adopted by 

Anchorage Assembly Ordinance 94-238 S.

The GAP addresses community growth, resort development, and expresses the 

desire, on the part of the community of Girdwood, to retain open spaces within the 

valley. The plan is based on the assumption that continued growth will be seen in resort 

development and in the resident population. A community survey contained in the plan 

lists the “most liked features of the Girdwood area” (GAP, 1995, p. 104). The top three 

community attributes were the community’s “small town atmosphere” at 34.4 percent, 

skiing at 27.5, and the natural environment at 17.4 percent (GAP, 1995, p. 104). Listed 

as “the most important problem in the Girdwood area” was “community growth and 

change” at 19.4 percent, inadequate roads at 13.8 percent, and a “lack of affordable 

housing” at 8.1 percent (GAP, 1995, p. 104).

These features and concerns are similar to a 1993 survey that asked residents 

“What do you like most about Girdwood? Responses: Small-town lifestyle; scenic 

beauty; low pollution levels; wilderness setting; recreational 

environment/opportunities” (Waring, 1993, p. 33). The survey further asked
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respondents what they felt “needs to be done to improve Girdwood,” with the 

following responses: local control of planning and zoning process.. .greater political 

autonomy” (Waring, 1993, p. 33). A third question asked, “As Girdwood grows and 

develops as a community, what are the major concerns that need to be addressed? 

Responses included, loss of small-town atmosphere... rapid growth, local 

control/autonomy” (Waring, 1993, p. 33). Waring further notes “the results of these 

two recent community pulse-takings also closely resemble community attitudes toward 

earlier resort development proposals” [conducted in 1987] (1993, p. 33). He also states 

“this consistency over time indicates that these community attitudes are longstanding 

and deeply rooted. Thus, the community overall has held a consistent and balanced 

attitude toward ongoing ski resort development and town growth. ...Resort development 

seems acceptable as long as specific concerns about community life are addressed. 

Potential economic benefits appear to be a relatively minor issue for local residents” 

(Waring, 1993, p. 34). To all appearances, if these same questions were asked today, 

the answers, much as Waring posits, would be consistent to the 1993 responses.

An inherent problem with the Girdwood Area Plan is that it attempts to appeal 

too broadly to development and anti-development forces. A dichotomous relationship 

exists in the plan in that it touts the fact that Girdwood residents want to retain the 

“small town atmosphere,” and also mentions that the impetus for the plan came from 

the MOA’s desire to develop a “major destination resort” (GAP, 1995, p. 1). Given that 

this plan took two years of frequent and contentious public meetings, it is obvious that 

the Department of Community Planning and Development found no way to reconcile
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the dichotomy. There is a definite conflict between the ideals of a “small town 

atmosphere” and the industrial tourism associated with a “major destination resort.” 

GBOS members, the MO A, and Girdwood residents use the plan selectively, when the 

situation suits their stand on a particular issue. If the plan does not correspond with a 

stand on an issue, the refrain “It’s just a plan,” is heard. Additionally, funding to 

implement much of the Girdwood Area Plan’s recommendations is either not available 

or not forthcoming from the Municipality of Anchorage.

In 1996, the MOA Department of Community Planning and Development 

initiated a $75,000.00 transportation study conducted by Dr. William Eager of TDA,

Inc. of Bellevue, Washington in association with Tim Potter of Dowl Engineers, of 

Anchorage. It was the intent of the MOA that this study would be used as the basis for 

creating a Girdwood Valley Transportation Plan, which would be adopted by the 

Anchorage Assembly. The Girdwood Transportation Study is a comprehensive 

document that undertakes to study transportation issues “before they become problems 

and create a plan to address them” (TDA, 1996, p. 2). The scope of the study was “the 

primary objective of reducing future vehicle traffic in the Girdwood area while also 

addressing other transportation issues” (TDA, 1996, p. 2). The study explores existing 

and future conditions, and presents recommendations and three transportation system 

alternatives, of which one, or a combination, can be adopted as a transportation plan. It 

also uses a screening analysis for the purpose of eliminating “from further 

consideration those alternatives or elements which are not feasible or do not meet the 

project criteria” (TDA, 1996, p. 29).
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A rail spur into the valley is included in the screening analysis. This 

transportation alternative was eliminated because “the high cost makes this financially 

unrealistic” (TDA, 1996, p. 29). It was also eliminated because the “large footprint 

could cause significant environmental impacts. The fixed facilities (grading, drainage, 

trackwork, bridges and stations) for the four mile connection from the existing rail to 

approximately the Alyeska Prince Hotel would cost a minimum of $13 million” (TDA, 

1996, p. 29). However, the study states that a rail spur “may be feasible in the long 

term” and recommends under “Implementation Considerations” dedication of a corridor 

for a future rail spur (TDA, 1996, p. 29).

The Alaska Railroad Rail Spur Proposal

On April 21, 1997, Bruce Carr, Corporate Planning Manager for the Alaska 

Railroad Corporation (ARRC), made a presentation at the regular monthly meeting of 

the Girdwood Board of Supervisors. Mr. Carr outlined the ARRC’s proposal to study a 

connection from the Anchorage International Airport to the Alyeska Prince Hotel, 

which would include a rail spur into the Girdwood Valley from their main line along 

the Seward Highway. Carr emphasized that the ARRC is in a “fact finding mode for 

Girdwood in trying to figure out how to get up into the valley” (GBOS Minutes, April 

21, 1997, p. 3). Carr mentioned that the ARRC was looking at three to five years for an 

engineering study, permitting process, and the construction process. It was during this 

presentation that Mr. Carr passed around a notebook with the previously mentioned
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letter from Chris von Imhof of Alyeska Resort to Senator Ted Stevens mentioning 

their discussion of the rail spur. Mr. Carr’s presentation marked the first time that most 

Girdwood residents present at the GBOS had heard of the proposed rail spur.

On May 7, 1997, the Girdwood Board of Supervisors held a special work 

session on the Alaska Railroad’s proposal. At the work session there was much 

discussion regarding the length of the spur, the estimated cost, and the types of rail car 

that the spur could accommodate. When asked about commuter service to a platform at 

the valley entrance where tourists and residents could then switch to cars or buses, Mr. 

Carr of the ARRC, said that for an independent traveler, switching modes of travel is 

not a problem, “but any delay is intolerable to the tour companies” (GBOS Minutes,

May 7, 1997, p. 2). The minutes of this work session show no general consensus of the 

audience on any of the three spur locations proposed by the Alaska Railroad. GBOS 

Chair Mary Jo Thill stated “this was the first meeting and we do need to narrow it 

down” (GBOS Minutes, May 7,1997, p. 5). Thill went on to mention that “it is not 

very likely that the railroad would run right up the middle of the valley and the 

proposed route labeled ‘Area One’ would be less impact than the others;” on that note 

Chair Thill ended the work session (GBOS Minutes, May 7,1997, p. 5).

At the regular GBOS meeting in May 1997, the rail spur was again on the 

agenda under “Old Business” and titled “Alaska Railroad Spur Location” (GBOS 

Agenda, May 19, 1997, p. 1). Bruce Carr of the Alaska Railroad was unavailable for 

this meeting and Chair Mary Jo Thill reviewed the three potential spur locations for the 

audience. In the meeting minutes sixteen individuals’ comments are detailed against the
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spur. The only comment in favor of the spur was GBOS Chair Thill’s. Mr. Keith 

Tryck, a member of the GBOS and a rail spur proponent, was absent from the meeting.

After much discussion, some of it quite testy, between Chair Thill and members 

of the public, GBOS member Bill Schwartz attempted to make a motion to endorse 

Assessment Area #3. Mr. Schwartz did not want to endorse this route location, 

however, he believed the motion had to be worded in the positive. Chair Thill 

disagreed, saying this was not the case. Mr. Schwartz then made a motion for the 

GBOS to not support any of the proposed rail spur alternatives. The motion carried 

three to one, with Bill Schwartz, Norman Starkey and Dave Wilson voting in favor, and 

Chair Thill voting against.

At the June GBOS regular monthly meeting, under “Announcements,” Chair 

Thill stated, “It appeared, after doing more research, that there were several procedural 

mistakes made on the motion involving the railroad spur at the last regular meeting. 

Because of that, it is as if the railroad vote never took place. At the request of the 

community at last month’s meeting, the Girdwood Board of Supervisors will put this 

issue off until September when less people will be traveling” (GBOS Minutes, June 16, 

1997, p. 1). Apparently, motions must be made in the positive, according to GBOS 

procedure.

The issue was not on the September 1997 meeting agenda, however, it was on 

the October 20, 1997 regular monthly meeting agenda, under “Old Business,” titled 

“Alaska Railroad Spur.” At this meeting, Bruce Carr of the ARRC stated that in the 

“Girdwood Transportation Plan and the Girdwood Area Plan there are provisions for a
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rail corridor into the valley”(GBOS Minutes, October 20, 1997, p. 4). In fact, at this 

time there was no existing Girdwood Transportation Plan, only the Girdwood 

Transportation Study, which eliminated a rail spur alternative, and the Girdwood Area 

Plan has no mention of a rail spur or a rail corridor into the valley. Carr then proceeded 

to review the three possible corridors into the valley that were addressed at previous 

meetings. He quickly tossed aside Assessment Areas #2 and #3, and called Assessment 

Area #1 “the only workable route” (GBOS Minutes, October 20, 1997, p. 4).

Therefore, the rail spur study location was chosen without the GBOS taking a vote on 

it, and without the full understanding of the community that remarks made at the work 

session in May were taken as a rejection of the other two Assessment Areas and 

acceptance of Area One and not as a rejection of the complete proposal.

At this meeting petitions signed by 468 Girdwood residents were presented to 

the GBOS. The petitions asked the GBOS to rescind their support for the Alaska 

Railroad Spur Feasibility Study and to request the Municipality of Anchorage to initiate 

a planning process for the community to participate in the creation of a Transportation 

Plan for the Girdwood valley. Chair Thill ignored the petitions, and after heated 

discussion the Board of Supervisors reversed their May 1997 3-1 vote against the 

proposed study of the rail spur alternative to support the rail spur study by a 3-2 vote. 

Thill, Tryck, and Wilson voted in favor and Schwartz and Starkey against. Wilson, an 

Alyeska Resort employee, had changed his previous vote against the spur.

This vote was made on the following memorable motion by then GBOS 

member Keith Tryck:
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I move that the Girdwood Board of Supervisors support a proposal to 

the railroad to study the issue without committing to a railroad or not 

railroad. But for the purpose of gaining information, so that rather than 

each of us imagining what this thing is going to be and judging it on 

imagination that we can actually value the information that comes to 

us and make a decision at a later date, perhaps with our questions 

directly answered rather than relying on our imaginations. This is not 

a decision to build the railroad or do anything like that, this is a 

decision to get more information. Those of you who are looking for 

information not to have a railroad, you may find plenty of it. Those of 

you who are looking for information to utilize a different form of 

transportation, you may find plenty of that as well. I prefer to make a 

decision with information rather than in the void. Let’s look at some 

of the down sides of not doing this. The transportation study proposes 

road extensions in the valley. They’re three times as wide as rail, they will 

triple or quadruple the impact of future development, they will rely on 

putting one person in one vehicle for who knows how long. The projected 

travel on the highways is going to triple with the access to Whittier and 

that’s going to mean infinitely more buses, stinky, smelly, diesel buses 

line to line one after the other coming into your valley because we are not 

looking at an alternative. Maybe the alternative is not realistic, but I hate 

like heck not to even look at it. I would like to propose that we make sure



the community is involved in every aspect of this and I would also like 

to run this proposal by the Alaska Center for the Environment to get 

their write off on it as well, so that we are looking at it with a full deck 

of cards (GBOS Minutes, October 20, 1997, p .6).

After making this motion board member Tryck mentioned in passing that he had 

been meeting with representatives from the Alaska Center for the Environment (ACE) 

and had garnered the organization’s support for the rail spur proposal. Girdwood 

residents who are ACE members contacted the organization and protested this action. 

Subsequently, ACE withdrew their support for the project and has taken a neutral 

stance (Virgin). Rail spur opponents have repeatedly stated at numerous public 

meetings that they support mass transportation and would support commuter rail 

service to the Girdwood valley entry, however it is the rail spur through the valley that 

they are opposed to, and ACE was made to understand this view.

At the November 1997 GBOS meeting a Motion to Rescind the October vote in 

favor of the rail spur proposal was on the agenda, however it was accompanied by a 

note that no public testimony would be allowed on the issue. Immediately upon Chair 

Thill opening the November meeting, GBOS member Dave Wilson made a motion to 

move the Public Comment period scheduled for the beginning of the meeting to the end 

of the meeting, “due to the fact that the last meeting was extra-long and the board did 

not get to hear reports” (GBOS Minutes, November 17, 1997, p. 1). The motion passed 

by a 3-2 vote. Board member Norman Starkey then made a motion to allow public 

testimony under the Motion to Rescind the rail spur study, this motion failed by a 2-3
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vote. The Public Comment period was then moved to the end of the long meeting, by 

which time most people had left, public testimony was not allowed on the rail spur 

issue, and the Motion to Rescind failed by a 3-2 vote.

In early 1999, the Municipality of Anchorage commenced another 

transportation study, as was requested by Girdwood residents in the petitions presented 

to the Girdwood Board of Supervisors in November 1997. Also, judging by a March, 

1998 letter from Mayor Rick Mystrom to Bill Sheffield, CEO of the Alaska Railroad, 

the Mayor was in favor of the rail spur and urged the Alaska Railroad to “move 

forward” with the study (Mystrom). The study and subsequent draft plan constituted a 

joint effort by the Municipality of Anchorage, the Alaska Railroad, and the Alaska 

Department of Transportation and Public Facilities. The Alaska Railroad contributed 

$25,000.00 to the study, the Alaska Department of Transportation contributed 

$75,000.00, and the Municipality’s Heritage Land Bank funded $50,000.00 towards the 

study.

The planning process took seven months and a series of community meetings.

At one meeting, Jim Charlier, a transportation planner and consultant for the plan, 

speaking about options for railroad spur into Girdwood valley stated, “We all know the 

relationship with the Senator” (Herschleb, Meeting Notes, 4/1/99). Many Girdwood 

residents assumed this comment meant the rail spur was going to be included in the 

plan, and that the community was not going to have a voice in the matter. Several of the 

planning meetings were contentious; the rail spur issue dominated the meetings with 

opponents and proponents continually debating the merits and drawbacks of the
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proposal. The consultants, Sherry Dorward, Jim Charlier, and Chris Beck, along with 

Tom Nelson of the Municipal Department of Community Planning and Development 

had the difficult task of continually mediating discussions and trying to move the 

conversation back to the subject at hand. The Girdwood Commercial Areas and 

Transportation Plan (GCAT) draft was released in September of 1999. Included in the 

plan, under the heading “To Do Soon,” was the recommendation “Construct the rail 

spur and initiate service” (GCAT, 1999, p. 92).

The GCAT contains a list of the potential negative impacts of a rail spur and a 

longer list of potential benefits. Negative impacts include “environmental and 

landscape impacts of construction, noise in residential areas and wild lands, 

concentration of tourism and visitors at one location [the Alyeska Prince Hotel], and 

impacts to recreational trails and Nordic skiing areas” (GCAT, 1999, p. 24). Potential 

benefits include support for strategic tourism objectives, enhanced retail and 

commercial development, jobs for valley residents, reduced number of tour buses, 

commuter rail service to and from Anchorage, reduced vehicular traffic in the valley, 

improved skier access, opportunity to leverage local bus transit, emergency access and 

egress, and access for special events” (GCAT, 1999, p. 25). The ridership predicted by 

the Plan indicates “on a winter weekend day in the future, by 2020, a rail spur into the 

Valley would have the potential of directly reducing daily traffic by 5 to 7 per cent” 

(GCAT, 1999, p. 22). None of the potential benefits was supported by economic 

analysis and many of the listed potential benefits could be achieved by the rail service 

to the valley entrance that many Girdwood residents support.
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Community Actions Regarding the Rail Spur Proposal

Early in the process, when discussion of the rail spur was first initiated at the 

April 1997 GBOS meeting, many Girdwood residents thought it was an economically 

absurd proposal that would die a natural death. However, the issue kept coming back 

onto the GBOS’ agendas. Several events raised concern in the community, including 

the procedural error by which the GBOS discarded the May 1997 vote against the rail 

spur, and the fact that some Girdwood residents were prevented from speaking on the 

proposal at the October 1997 GBOS meeting. Girdwood residents became as alarmed at 

the public process being followed as with the spur proposal itself. Members of the 

community felt that the GBOS were not listening to the community; the petitions that 

asked the GBOS to request the MOA to initiate a transportation plan for the valley were 

one result of this perception. Opponents of the rail spur study were accused of being 

alarmists about a simple study, as well as called “greenies” and “anti-development.” 

However, in November 1997, Senator Stevens stated that he supports a Girdwood rail 

spur feasibility study and is “willing to seek a Federal transportation appropriation for 

the spur when the studies and permits are in order” (Stevens, 11/14/97). On a State of 

Alaska Department of Community and Economic Development website, under the 

heading “Senator Stevens’ Tourism Report,” Stevens reports that “under Governor Bill 

Sheffield’s leadership, work will begin on a new rail spur to Girdwood,”

(deed. state, ak. us/tourism/stevensreport. htm).



Additionally Senator Stevens, at that time, Chair of the Senate Appropriations 

Committee, was working to fond the spur studies. In June of 1999, Senate Bill 1143, a 

transportation spending bill, moved to the Senate floor from the Senate Appropriations 

Committee with $14 million for Alaska Railroad passenger improvements along with 

unspecified amounts of capital grants for alternative analysis and preliminary 

engineering for the “Girdwood, Alaska rail extension.” The bill was filibustered and 

removed from the calendar. In September 1999, the Senate took up the House version 

of the transportation spending bill, H.R. 2084, and rewrote the grants section. After the 

Senate passed the bill on September 15, “Senator Stevens was appointed to the 

conference committee to work out the differences between the House and Senate 

versions” (Berman). The compromise bill was reported back to both houses on October 

1 with the $14 million grant for passenger improvements reduced to $10 million. The 

unspecified amount for preliminary engineering for the rail spur changed to a $10 

million grant for the “Girdwood, Alaska commuter rail project” (Conference Report, 

H.R. 2084, 1999, p. 110). President Clinton signed this Department of Transportation 

Appropriations bill (Public Law 106-69) on October 9, 1999.

Division within the community over the rail spur issue continued to grow as 

time passed; feelings of polarization were very high. Opponents of the spur were 

accused of lacking vision and being opposed to change or development of any kind. 

Proponents were accused of “selling out,” and ridiculed because of their determination 

to turn Girdwood into a “four seasons world class destination resort.” The 1998, 1999, 

and 2001 Girdwood Board of Supervisor elections clearly were a choice between rail
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spur opponents and proponents. In each case, the rail spur opponent won the election, 

in one case by a very slim margin. These three elections changed the balance of the 

GBOS to include a majority of rail spur opponents.

The community polarization has sources from several issues, all dealing with 

economic development in the Girdwood valley. Although, clearly not all “pro

development” residents are pro-spur and vice versa. Much of the animosity during the 

1999 Board of Supervisors campaign can be attributed to the Turnagain Arm 

Conservation League’s (TACL) perceived actions in the shutting down of part of 

Chugach Powder Guide’s helicopter skiing operation in the Chugach National Forest’s 

mountains surrounding Girdwood. TACL is an environmental group organized 

primarily of Girdwood residents. Chugach Powder Guides operate a helicopter skiing 

business and work closely with Alyeska Resort. According to member Julie Jonas, 

TACL could have completely shut down the helicopter operation due to the U.S. Forest 

Service misuse of their own procedures regarding permitting for Chugach Powder 

Guides. However, in their negotiations with the Forest Service TACL did not object to 

the Forest Service’s decision to keep part of the helicopter ski area open (Jonas).

At the 1999 Girdwood Rotary Club Candidate’s forum, GBOS candidate and 

TACL member, Julie Jonas was asked “how it felt to be a member of an organization 

[TACL] that stifled local business development in our town” (Jonas). At the same 

meeting a Girdwood resident berated the current GBOS as “...stupid. I can get more 

done with two phone calls than they can get done in two months" and a partner of a 

Chugach Powder Guides principal, pointedly asked Jonas, if she “supported local
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businesses” (Jonas). These exchanges illustrate the fragmentation of the community, 

the dismissive attitude pro-spur members of the community possess toward the current 

Girdwood Board of Supervisors, and that there are members of the community who are 

either members of, or have access to, the Anchorage regime as a mechanism to 

strengthen their vision of economic development in Girdwood. While the rail spur is 

the largest factor contributing to the polarization and fragmentation in the community, 

other smaller issues such as the helicopter skiing controversy continually keep the 

community from uniting. The proposed golf course is another controversial issue on the 

agenda and certain to further strain community relations in the next few years.

The Girdwood Land Use Committee served as a forum for residents to act when 

the draft Girdwood Commercial Areas and Transportation Plan (GCAT) was released 

in September of 1999 with strong recommendations to study and build the rail spur into 

the Girdwood valley. Anti-spur residents became more alarmed with the 

recommendation listed in the Action Plan chapter of the document, which called for 

construction of the spur and initiation of service (GCAT, 1999, p. 92). The Land Use 

Committee decided in October of 1999 to hold a community advisory vote on the 

question “Do you favor the construction of a rail spur from the Girdwood Valley 

entrance to the Alyeska Prince Hotel?” (Donohue). This was, in part, based on the lack 

of knowledge on both sides, about the proportion of community opposition to the spur. 

However, proponents of the rail spur were vehemently opposed to the community vote.

The Alaska Railroad and Chris von Imhof of Alyeska Resort sent letters to all 

Girdwood property owners explaining their views of the advisory vote. Wendy
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Lindskoog, Director of External Affairs for the Alaska Railroad, wrote an 

explanatory letter including seven potential benefits and four potential negative impacts 

of the railroad spur listed in the draft Girdwood Commercial Areas and Transportation 

Plan, von Imhof termed the planned vote “premature” (von Imhof, 11/26/99). Both 

letters mentioned that the rail spur would be subject to detailed planning and analysis 

before actually built.

The vote was held on December 1, 1999. The voting process followed 

Community Council vote guidelines wherein Girdwood residents, property owners, 

business owners, and representatives of non-profit associations in the Girdwood valley 

who were over age 18 were allowed to vote. A total of 622 voters participated; 

including 478 registered voters, 72 Girdwood property owners who were not registered 

to vote in precinct 207, six Girdwood business owners, and “67 Girdwood residents not 

registered to vote in Girdwood” but who “fiimished proof of residence, location of 

residence and identification of their landlord” (Donohue). The final tally to the question 

of constructing a rail spur into the Girdwood valley to the Alyeska Prince Hotel was 

478 votes against, 144 votes in favor; 77 percent to 23 percent against the rail spur 

proposal.

The results of the advisory vote indicated most definitely that a substantial 

proportion of the community was opposed to the spur. However, Alaska Railroad CEO, 

Governor Bill Sheffield felt that “a vote like that was kind of meaningless” (Osuna,

1999, p. 1). In subsequent public hearings and meetings the vote was termed a “sham” 

by rail spur proponents. However, it became, for spur opponents, an indication of the

73



depth of the community’s opposition to the spur and was brought up consistently in 

letters, email, public hearings, and meetings. The vote served to unite and galvanize 

anti-spur members of the community to fight the rail spur. Brooks Chandler, GBOS 

chair, made the point at a GBOS meeting: “This community is not divided, it is united, 

a 77 percent vote on anything else would be considered a huge mandate'”’(GBOS 

Minutes, January 26, 2001, p. 18).

Following the community advisory vote, the Girdwood Board of Supervisors, 

by unanimous vote, on January 12, 2000, passed a resolution recommending many 

changes to the Girdwood Commercial Areas and Transportation Plan, the most 

important of which was the deletion of the rail spur. The resolution and detailed 

recommendations were forwarded to the Heritage Land Bank Commission and the 

Planning and Zoning Commission before their approvals of the Plan, and to the 

Anchorage Assembly. The Heritage Land Bank Commission unanimously approved the 

Girdwood Commercial Areas and Transportation Plan on February 14, 2000, without 

incorporating the changes recommended by the GBOS. The Municipality’s Planning 

and Zoning Commission approved the Plan on April 10, 2000, also unanimously, and 

also without the GBOS recommendations.

Anchorage Assembly Action

The Anchorage Assembly held two public hearings on the proposed Girdwood 

Commercial Areas and Transportation Plan in September 2000, one in Girdwood and
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the other in Anchorage. At the Girdwood hearing the proposed rail spur dominated 

the testimony, which was overwhelmingly against the spur. The testimony at the 

Anchorage public hearing was more mixed, due to the fact that many of Girdwood 

2020’s major rail supporters and representatives of the Alaska Railroad chose to testify 

in Anchorage rather than Girdwood.

The Plan came before the Assembly for approval on January 23, 2001, with an 

amendment sponsored by Assembly member Dick Tremaine, who with Pat Abney, 

represents Girdwood. Tremaine’s amendment called for preserving two routes for 

“future travel ways across Heritage Land Bank land,” allowed engineering and 

environmental studies to go forward, but ensured that construction of a rail spur would 

not occur for well over a decade (Assembly Memorandum AM 75-2001, 2001, p. 1). 

Many of the Assembly members balked at Tremaine’s amendment, complaining that 

they had not had time to read the amendment thoroughly and did not understand fully 

how it affected the overall Plan; therefore approval of the Plan and the amendment was 

tabled until February 6, 2001.

In the meantime both sides of the debate heavily lobbied Assembly members.

An unofficial anti-spur ad-hoc group had come together in Girdwood during the spring 

of 2000, consisting of GBOS Chair Brooks Chandler, GBOS Land Use Supervisor Julie 

Jonas, Land Use Committee Chair and Vice Chair, Bill Donohue and Joan Frankevich, 

and Girdwood Trails Committee Chair Anne Herschleb (the author). One of the major 

concerns of Girdwood residents opposing the spur was that the proposed route would 

parallel or bisect six of the 14 well-used trails in the valley. The ad-hoc group decided
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to put less emphasis on trail impacts or environmental damage from the spur and to 

concentrate on economic issues. The group wrote and circulated an information sheet 

detailing history of the rail spur proposal, listing the negative impacts and included 

suggestions of alternatives that made better economic sense. The information sheet was 

circulated at public meetings, among community members, and via email. Rail spur 

opponents were asked to contact all Anchorage Assembly members and voice their 

opposition to the spur. This was a successful campaign, resulting in hundreds of phone 

calls, faxes and emails to Assembly members, who commented that the correspondents 

were informed on the issue and presented concise and reasonable arguments. The 

members of the ad-hoc group also met with most Assembly members individually to 

present the view of the Girdwood Board of Supervisors and the majority of the 

community.

At the same time, rail spur proponents conducted a similar campaign.

Participants in the pro rail spur campaign included members of Girdwood 2020, Alaska 

Railroad personnel, and Bruce Bustamante, executive director of the Anchorage 

Convention and Visitor’s Bureau. Needless to say, this campaign was conducted on a 

different level than the ad hoc group’s due to the greater political access held by rail 

spur proponents to Assembly members and to Mayor Wuerch’s administration. The 

Mayor is in favor of the rail spur. This was made clear by his December 19, 2000, 

Memorandum to the Assembly stating that he “shares many of the concerns expressed 

by the community regarding the rail spur, but also recognizes the potential advantages
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such a facility could have in the future (Assembly Memorandum 1127-2000, 2000, p.

2).

At the February 6, 2001 Anchorage Assembly meeting the Girdwood 

Commercial Areas and Transportation Plan again came up for approval, accompanied 

by Tremaine’s amendment. Assembly member Cheryl Clementson was not present at 

the meeting, and was a sure vote against the rail spur. Tremaine’s amendment to 

approve the Plan with the moratorium on building the spur failed with a 5-5 vote and 

approval of the Plan was tabled until the February 20, 2001 meeting. Assembly member 

Anna Fairclough’s no vote was a surprise (and disappointment) to rail spur opponents.

In a February 7, 2001 e-mail to Chris von Imhof, Fairclough stated that she did “not 

support the rail spur into the valley.. .If this were proposed for my district I would be 

the first to vote no” (Fairclough). Fairclough stated she voted against Tremaine’s 

amendment because of her “desire to support economic development” and that she 

wanted a compromise that allowed the Alaska Railroad to study the rail spur but not 

build it for at least five years” (Fairclough).

In the following week, Assembly member Fairclough floated her version of a 

compromise amendment and a series of meetings were held with Assembly members 

Allan Teshe, Melinda Taylor, Anna Fairclough, representatives from Girdwood 2020 

and the ad hoc community group. A final compromise was hammered out in a meeting 

on February 20, at 4:00 pm, and was voted on by the Assembly that evening, passing on 

an 11-0 vote.
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The compromise adopted by the Assembly does not completely delete the rail 

spur from the Plan, as opponents had asked, but it does preclude the Alaska Railroad 

Corporation from immediately moving ahead with the rail spur, as proponents had 

hoped. A “potential transportation corridor” is preserved along the west side of the 

valley, in the area that the Alaska Railroad prefers for the rail spur route, substituting 

for the language which termed the corridor the “preferred rail alternative” in the draft 

Plan (Anchorage Municipal Ordinance No. 2001-124(S), 2001, p.l). Several conditions 

were placed on the future construction of the rail spur, including an Environmental 

Impact Statement (EIS) which examines the traffic volumes on the Seward and Alyeska 

Highways, the year-round population of Girdwood, and the number of summer and 

winter visitors to Alyeska Resort. Another advisory vote on the rail spur will be 

conducted “under terms set by the Assembly” (AO 2001-124(S), 2001, p. 3). This 

requirement can work for or against rail spur opponents because it sets up a debate as to 

whether an area-wide vote or a vote of only Girdwood residents and property owners 

will be held. An area-wide vote would include Anchorage voters who may not fully 

understand the issue and vote in favor of the rail spur. It also provides for another 

debate and lobbying effort before the Assembly as both sides argue for the terms of a 

vote that they feel will best bring votes that support their view.

Additionally, the Assembly ordinance requires the Alaska Railroad Corporation 

to build and operate a multi-modal transit center at the entrance to the Girdwood valley 

to serve both as a terminal for commuter rail service from Anchorage and a depot for a 

Girdwood bus system. This project is to be completed before the rail spur is built.
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The Alaska Railroad will complete a rail service feasibility assessment to 

provide information on fares, proposed frequency of service and how operational costs 

of the rails spur would be financed” (AO No. 2001-124(S), 2001, p. 3). This 

requirement is in response to questions consistently raised by rail spur opponents 

throughout the debate as to how operations and maintenance would be financed. The 

federal appropriations granted to the Alaska Railroad are overseen by the Federal 

Transit Administration and are for new projects, the appropriations are not for 

operations and maintenance. Jim Kubitz, a vice-president for the Alaska Railroad, 

commented in an Anchorage Daily News story that the rail spur “would likely be 

managed by a joint Anchorage and Mat-Su transit authority” and that “many 

communities use a property or sales tax to help pay for their service” (Pryor, 2000, p. 

Bl). Rail spur opponents exploited these comments given the known reluctance of 

Anchorage voters for sales taxes or increased property taxes.

The compromise approved by the Assembly sets the Girdwood community up 

for additional conflict within the community and before the Assembly as it calls for 

“future Assembly approval for proceeding with any conveyance of any interest in lands 

for construction of a rail spur” (AO 2001-124(S), 2001, p. 3). The conditions that will 

trigger the conveyance of land, especially the factors listed for inclusion in the 

Environmental Impact Statement are vague and are subject to contentious interpretation 

by opponents and proponents of the rail spur.
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Conclusions

Stone defines a regime as “the informal arrangement by which public bodies 

and private interests function together in order to be able to make and carry out 

governing decisions”(1989, p. 6). Stone adds “because local governmental authority is 

by law and tradition even more limited than authority at the state and national level, 

informal arrangements assume special importance in urban politics” (1989, p. 4). Stone 

emphasizes that the informal workings of a regime differ from community to 

community and by the mix of participants that make up a regime, however there are 

components common to all regimes. These include an institutional scope “ wide enough 

to mobilize the resources required to make and implement governing decisions” and 

cooperation and “coordination for the diverse participants to reach decisions and sustain 

action in support of those decisions” (Stone, 1989, p. 6).

Stone writes:

In response to those who regard democracy as a process of aggregating 

preferences within a system characterized by formal equality, a good 

antidote is Stein Rokkan’s aphorism, “Votes count but resources decide.”

Voting power is certainly not insignificant, but policies are decided 

mainly by those who control important concentrations of resources... 

a key factor is control of resources in a quantity and of a kind that can 

lead groups to ally with one set of arrangements instead of another 

(1989, p. 239).

The Girdwood rail spur case is one in which control of resources was clearly a
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factor in the policy decision; the scope of institutions, cooperation, and coordination 

were in place. The Anchorage regime had power over federal dollar resources, the 

Alaska Railroad, and the Alyeska Resort and political influence with those that were 

making the final decision. The Girdwood rail spur is not the only project this informal 

regime has had influence over. The proposed Alaska Railroad train depot at the Ted 

Stevens Anchorage International Airport is another project that involves the 

coordination and cooperation of many of the same individuals, most notably, Senator 

Ted Stevens, who has provided federal financing for the project, and former Governor 

Bill Sheffield, CEO of the Alaska Railroad Corporation during the time the project was 

conceived and construction commenced. Certainly, Bruce Bustamante, executive 

director of the Anchorage Convention and Visitors Bureau, and representatives of the 

growing cruise ship industry were instrumental in this project, and can be viewed as 

regime members.

This is a remarkably powerful regime, and in terms of local control for 

Girdwood residents opposed to the rail spur the situation looks bleak. Stone’s regime 

theory contains a social production model rather than one of social control, meaning 

that the regime is concerned with a capacity to act and accomplish goals, “not as a task 

of comprehensive control, but as bringing together essential elements in an otherwise 

fragmented world” (1989, p. 227). As such, it is possible for a challenge group to 

emerge, as it did in Girdwood. “Opposition can gain concessions, but only if it can 

threaten the foundation of support for the governing coalition; that is why elections 

matter. Opposition can replace one governing coalition with another, but only if the
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new coalition has a capacity to govern; that is why electoral victory is not enough” 

(Stone, 1989, p. 229). Although the opposition group in Girdwood is strong and was 

able to gain concessions in the rail spur settlement, the group does not have the capacity 

to govern and does not possess the power to threaten the support for the governing 

coalition. Senator Ted Stevens has proven himself virtually unbeatable in Alaska, 

Girdwood residents elect only two of the eleven Anchorage Assembly members, and 

only comprise a small portion of their Assembly election district. It is difficult to factor 

the concessions the opposition group did manage to gain into regime theory, other than 

the recognition that reality does not always conform to theory. It is a reflection, 

however, that this regime is not entirely effective. Very likely the sheer tenaciousness 

of Girdwood residents, the fact that the majority of them opposed the rail spur, and that 

the Assembly was made aware that the community of Girdwood, not Anchorage, would 

be most impacted by the spur were factors in gaining concessions. These concessions, 

however, are minimal and are not insurmountable by the Anchorage regime.

Deborah Stone writes about the difficulty of a distinction between policy 

making and politics, “The categories of thought behind reasoned analysis are 

themselves constructed in political struggle, and nonviolent political conflict is 

conducted primarily through reasoned analysis.... Reasoned analysis is necessarily 

politicar (Stone’s italics)(Stone, 1997, p. 373). The analysis and political arguments 

used by groups on both sides of the rail spur, and the final decision reached by the 

Anchorage Assembly were based on political considerations, which are ultimately 

unavoidable. This should not be viewed as a negative situation but as a realistic and
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regularly occurring situation. Emotions ran high on both sides of the issue, which 

reinforces Stone’s “laws of passion” and the fact that all political viewpoints, including 

those on economic development, are imbued with social factors including culture and 

historical background. There is rarely a “right and wrong” or “black and white” 

approach to economic development, Stone’s polis model allows us to understand and 

give credibility to the human emotion and opinionated debate involved in the rail spur 

issue. The community vote in December 1999 reflects the polis model’s tenet that 

“political resources are enlarged or enhanced through use, rather than diminished” 

(Stone, 1997, p. 29).

The polis model, better than regime theory, explains the concessions the 

Anchorage Assembly granted Girdwood community members in the rail spur decision; 

the Anchorage regime did not receive blanket approval of its proposal, allowances were 

made that can be attributed to Stone’s laws of passion and the community involvement 

which inserted local cultural and social values into the decision-making. The decision 

does allow for more debate and more opinions in the future, as contentious as it may be.

As much as the future of the rail spur will most likely be based on economic 

considerations, the Assembly’s compromise decision does not absolutely close the door 

to future consideration of cultural, social, and historical factors from all sides of the 

issue. Had some understanding been given to the social and cultural values of 

recreation and wilderness held by many Girdwood residents in the beginning of the 

process, through perhaps, consideration of a different route for the rail spur, the 

community may have better received the proposal.
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Chapter Four -  Nuiqsut

Historical Background

The contemporary community of Nuiqsut was resettled in 1973 by a group of 27 

families, numbering 145 individuals, who established a permanent community on the 

west bank of the upper Nechelik Channel of the Colville River. The area is a traditional 

ancestral hunting and gathering ground. Many families that previously lived in the area 

moved to Barrow during the 1930’s and 1940’s for economic reasons, and for their 

children to receive the education mandated by the Territory of Alaska. However, a 

continued pattern of subsistence use existed by those who resided in Barrow and by the 

few families that did not move from the area. There is present in the village today a 

palpable sense of pride on the part of the families that resettled the village in 1973, 

spent the first winter in wall tents, and endured other hardships of building a modem 

village in a harsh arctic climate.

Under the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act (ANCSA) passed in late 1971, 

the Kuukpikmuit, the people of the Colville River Delta, were required to resettle the 

village site to support their claim of historical occupation and use of the land, which 

was conveyed to them through their village corporation, Kuukpik Corporation. The 

group lived in a tent village from April of 1973 through the winter of 1973-74 until



housing construction commenced, with the assistance of the Arctic Slope Regional 

Corporation, in the spring of 1974.

Resettlement of the village was precipitated and driven by the social and 

cultural values of the re-settlers. According to the Nuiqsut Paisanich, the village’s 

cultural plan, published in 1979 by the North Slope Borough,

Inupiat who retain a close relationship with the land, who understand 

the ways of the seasons and the animals, and who teach this knowledge 

to the young- they are the Real People, those who are most admired and 

emulated. The resettlement of Nuiqsut provided the opportunity to 

perpetuate these traditional values in a modem context” (North Slope 

Borough, 1979, p. 4).

Today, the population of the village is approximately 420 residents, a growth of 

203 percent since 1973 (Shepro et al, 2000, p. Nui 1). The community has a modem 

school and a store that is a joint venture between the Alaska Commercial Company and 

Kuukpik Corporation. In the 1980’s, through the Capital Improvement Program (CIP), 

the North Slope Borough built the health clinic, fire station, public safety building, and 

the community center that doubles as the city hall. The North Slope Borough Capital 

improvement Program also financed the ongoing city water and sewer project, which 

began in September of 1999 and is expected to be complete by September 2002.

Unlike Girdwood, the community also has a cemetery situated close to town. It 

is a meaningful community property. During interviews concern about the physical 

condition of the cemetery was often mentioned. Residents worry that it needs to be
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fenced and that not enough land has been set aside for the cemetery to grow with the 

community. Nuiqsut residents have an impressive interaction with, and dependence on, 

their land, and many people, especially young adults, do not leave the village as other 

Americans living in small towns often do. Another area of note is the respect for elders 

for the simple fact that they are elders and for the value of their knowledge and wisdom 

shown mainly by interviewees aged 25 to 55. Respect for elders is, of course, a 

foundation of the Inupiat culture, however, in Nuiqsut youth this may be changing. One 

interviewee mentioned “the level of problems and violence in the Nuiqsut school is 

increasing” (Herschleb, Notes, 11/ 7/01). Another interviewee stated that the respect for 

elders had changed over the past two to three years and credited it to “generational 

differences, the younger generation tend to be more flippant or challenging towards 

elders which used to be unheard o f’ (Herschleb, Notes, 8/9/00).

In 1995 Kuukpik Corporation built and retains ownership of a hotel to house 

workers for the Alpine oil field as well as for borough and other projects within the 

community. The hotel is set off from most of the community by several blocks; the 

cemetery and the baseball field serve as a buffer between the hotel and the rest of town. 

However, many residents come to the hotel for meals and teenagers are often seen there 

after school or on weekends eating hamburgers and fries. The hotel has become a place 

for residents to “hang out,” in a manner that they have not had before. A federal 

employee and member of the Alpine Development inter-govemmental planning team 

specifically mentioned the hotel’s impact on the village while interviewed, “The hotel 

changes the way any non-Native people operate in Nuiqsut. As a negative the hotel sets
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us apart from the village, as a positive there is no longer the perception that one 

faction in the community is controlling the agency because the agency person is staying 

at their residence” (Herschleb, Notes, 10/17/00).1

Governmental Structure 

City of Nuiqsut

Nuiqsut was incorporated as a second-class city in 1975. The City of Nuiqsut 

has a weak mayor form of government with a seven member elected City Council. The 

powers of the City of Nuiqsut are limited; it manages city parks and lands, sponsors 

recreational and social programs, regulates animal control and curfews, and operates 

the local cable television service. The North Slope Borough has areawide powers and 

provides police and fire protection, assessment and taxation, planning and zoning, and 

utilities. The North Slope Borough School District is responsible for education services. 

The City Council does, however, provide an invaluable service, that of a forum for 

discussion of local issues that is available for all citizens’ participation.

In 1984, Morehouse, et al wrote, “some village residents feel that borough 

policies do not sufficiently represent and respond to their concerns” (p. 161). This 

sentiment still exists in the village, especially in the wake of a lawsuit over oil 

development between Arctic Slope Regional Corporation and Kuukpik Corporation. 

Kuukpik Corporation CEO Lanston Chinn states, “between 1995 and 1998 the only
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project funded in Nuiqsut by the Borough Capital Improvement Program, the 

principle source of employment in the village, was one $200,000 road project” (Chinn, 

3/7/01). This coincided with a time that two members of the North Slope Borough 

Assembly were also members of the Arctic Slope Regional Corporation (ASRC) Board 

of Directors. “The North Slope Borough and the Arctic Slope Regional Corporation are 

two 800 pound gorillas on the North Slope -  they effectively control the economy and 

politics overall” (Chinn, 3/7/01). Given the power they possess to cooperate and 

coordinate resources, members of the North Slope Borough and the ARSC Board of 

Directors are obviously members of the North Slope regime.

Morehouse, et al (1984) charge that the borough’s “delivery of social services 

on an area wide basis, has left insufficient governmental power in villages to handle 

local problems such as alcoholism, drug abuse, and juvenile delinquency” (p. 161). 

Rosemary Ahtuangaruak, former village health aide and current vice-mayor, 

substantiates this charge, “The clinic has a budget of $850.00 per month for supplies 

and is over budget every month” (Ahtuangaruak).

Native Village of Nuiqsut

The Native Village of Nuiqsut, a traditional council form of government, is 

organized but inactive. It is the hope of the North Slope Borough, given declining oil 

revenues, that the Native Village of Nuiqsut will become active in contracting with the 

federal government under Public Law 93-638 to provide health and social services and 

bring more federal dollars to the village. Dennis Packer, Chief of Staff to Borough



Mayor George Ahmaogak, mentions that plans are to “commingle village city 

councils with Native villages in hopes that villages will take over services now 

provided by the borough” (Packer). Nevertheless, the Native Village of Nuiqsut has 

enough power or presence in the village to be a party to the three-part agreement 

formed for community negotiations with ARCO Alaska, Inc., which included the City 

of Nuiqsut and Kuukpik Corporation, discussed later in this chapter.

North Slope Borough

The North Slope Borough was incorporated as a First Class Borough in 1972 

under the provisions of Article X of the Alaska Constitution. The Borough was 

established, amid controversy, for the purpose of taking advantage of Alaska’s North 

Slope oil development and the resultant benefits that such development, and taxation on 

the development, would bring to the newly formed borough’s population. “Borough 

formation was sought to gain direct benefits from oil and gas development for the 

North Slope people to improve public welfare, environmental security, and to institute 

self-government” (Morehouse et al., 1984, p. 141). The Borough’s first mayor, Eben 

Hopson,

projected a range of ethnic goals during his tenure. There was a 

wish to equip Natives with the tools and some of the central values 

of Western society. There were separatist sentiments - a celebration 

of Inupiat differences and a desire to strengthen Inupiat language and 

culture. And there was a traditionalist element- a wish to preserve and
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protect those aspects of Inupiat culture that give identity and warmth, 

especially to older Natives (McBeath, 1981, p. 26).

North Slope residents also made claims that were essentially demands for 

substantial Inupiat participation and self-government (Morehouse et al., 1984, p. 141). 

North Slope residents were not involved in state and federal agency decisions that 

affected their region and their lives, and knew that oil development, and its 

accompanying changes, would transform the region. “North Slope Inupiat needed a 

strong government institution under their control; leaders phrased this demand for 

participation and local control in terms of the state constitutional provisions for 

maximum local government opportunities and home rule” (Morehouse et al., 1984, p. 

142).

Formation of a North Slope Borough was discussed as early as 1966 by leaders 

of the Arctic Slope Native Association who also worked toward resolving Native land 

claims with the federal government. The region had no tax base,

no strong, local political organizations that could apply pressure on 

the state and federal government or independently mediate changes 

affecting the region, no village had economic organizations- business 

firms, organized cottage industries- that could influence local affairs 

and support local government (Morehouse et al., 1984, p. 141).

Oil companies worked diligently against the incorporation of the borough. Oil 

companies sought court injunctions

arguing that it did not make sense to create a municipality of 56.6
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million acres just so a small band of once nomadic people could tax 

the Prudhoe Bay oil complex, plus every future oil well, the pipeline, 

and service centers across the entire top of Alaska (Strohmeyer, 1993, p. 125). 

The stance of the oil industry against the borough was supported directly and 

indirectly by important figures in the state administration (Morehouse et al., 1984, p. 

142). The state administration had its own interests to consider, administration 

members held the view that Prudhoe Bay oil was a state resource that should benefit all 

regions of Alaska and not the North Slope alone (Morehouse et al., 1984, p. 142). A 

1973 special legislative session established a ceiling on the oil and gas property tax rate 

that could be assessed by the state and municipalities, and a per capita limit was 

established on municipalities’' ability to tax petroleum property (Morehouse et al., 1984, 

p. 142). The oil industry had hoped, but failed, to secure legislation that would have 

completely eliminated the North Slope Borough’s ability to tax properties at Prudhoe 

Bay.

In January of 1974, the Alaska Supreme Court dismissed all legal suits against 

formation of the borough, stating “that local government was needed to protect Inupiat 

culture and subsistence activities” (Morehouse et al., 1984, p. 143). Creation of the 

borough “effectively reinforced Inupiat claims on subsistence resources, strengthened 

Inupiat self-government, and brought a renewed sense of the values of Inupiat culture 

to the people of the region” (McBeath, Morehouse, 1994, p. 273.) Today the sense of 

cultural values is still strong and evidenced in the Borough’s support of traditional 

activities such as bowhead whaling, the Inupiat History, Language, and Culture
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Commission, and the institution of the Inupiat language in the school district 

curriculum.

Geographically, the North Slope Borough encompasses 88, 281 square miles, 

the northern portion of Alaska, north of the Brooks Range, and from the Chukchi Sea in 

the west to the Canadian border in the east. There are seven isolated Inupiat villages in 

addition to the government seat of Barrow in the Borough. The villages of Kaktovik, on 

Barter Island, near the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge (ANWR) and Atqasuk, within 

the Naval Petroleum Reserve-Alaska (NPR-A), are most likely the next two villages to 

experience impact from oil development similar to Nuiqsut.

State of Alaska and Federal Governments

The State of Alaska and the federal government were heavily involved from 

ownership and regulatory perspectives with the Alpine Field oil development, which is 

the focus of the Nuiqsut case study. The State of Alaska owns a portion of the Alpine 

Field, Kuukpik Corporation “owns surface rights to some of the land in Alpine, while 

the Arctic Slope Regional Corporation owns the subsurface rights” (Jones, 1997, p. FI). 

Therefore, the State of Alaska was involved in the Alpine Field development from the 

dual perspectives of a landowner standing to benefit from the development and as an 

enforcer of environmental regulation. Several state agencies were involved in the 

development process, including the Department of Natural Resources, Division of Oil 

and Gas, the Department of Fish and Game, the Department of Environmental 

Conservation, and the Division of Governmental Coordination, and the Joint Pipeline
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Office, forming the Alpine Development intergovernmental agency team with 

several federal agencies. One has to wonder if the Department of Environmental 

Conservation and the Division of Oil and Gas were at opposite ends of the regulatory 

spectrum in representing the state’s interests in the Alpine field. In fact, perceived 

pressure on the Corporation from the Division of Oil and Gas to settle their consent 

rights with the Arctic Slope Regional Corporation, the subject of the lawsuit discussed 

later in this chapter supports this view (Chinn, 12/13/00).

Federal agencies involved in the development and planning process include the 

Fish and Wildlife Service, the Regulatory Branch of the U. S. Army Corps of 

Engineers, the Environmental Protection Agency, the Bureau of Land Management, the 

Minerals Management Service and the National Marine Fisheries Service. Nuiqsut 

residents interacted extensively with representatives of these agencies in public 

meetings and public hearings held in the community to apprise them of the proposed 

development.

Non-governmental Organizations 

Kuukpik Corporation

Kuukpik Corporation was established in March 1973 with 212 initial enrollees.

It is a for-profit village corporation established under the provisions of the Alaska 

Native Claims Settlement Act (ANSCA), and is entitled to land selections in the 

Colville River Delta region. The corporation has its home office in Nuiqsut and opened 

an office in Anchorage in early 2001. Currently, due to the Alpine Development and
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various joint-venture agreements with oil field service companies and its own 

construction subsidiary, Kuukpik Corporation is in a healthy financial condition and is 

a major economic force in Nuiqsut. This has not always been the case, according to a 

1984 Nuiqsut Case Study by the Minerals Management Service,

attempts to run the corporations within the framework of the common 

good are more successful in theory than in practice. The result is a 

village corporation such as Kuukpik, which was two million dollars in 

debt when its current president was elected to office. ... As Kuukpik’s 

accountant put it, the corporation tries to feed its people more than run 

itself as a business (MMS, 1984, p. 242).

The MMS report raises the inherent conflicting interests of ANSCA 

corporations, in that they are for-profit corporations and are also seen by villagers and 

shareholders as a provider of social benefits. Kuukpik has overcome this somewhat, 

with their better financial picture. “Profits have only been realized during the last three 

years. Annual dividends are now paid twice a year; fifty percent of royalty income is 

pledged to a permanent fund, an elders trust, and similar programs. The other fifty 

percent goes to the business side of the corporation” (Chinn, 12/13/00).

Interviews with Nuiqsut residents show an array of feelings about the 

corporation from complete loyalty to frustration. Residents may speak proudly of “my 

corporation” and are aware of the progress the corporation has made in the past eight 

years, while other residents are not as complimentary. One resident and interviewee 

remarked, “The Kuukpik Board of Directors make all our decisions about development.
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Shareholders are not being listened to” (Herschleb, Notes, 4/15/00). Although the 

corporation attempts to make decisions “by addressing the concerns of the community 

as a whole,” there is a certain level of resentment of the corporation by village residents 

who are not shareholders (Chinn, 3/7/01). Remarks such as “it’s not my corporation, 

they don’t care what I think” were heard in village interviews (Herschleb, Notes, 

4/15/00). A North Slope Borough official feels that “Kuukpik does very little to 

contribute to the betterment of the community [of Nuiqsut], They are a very profit 

oriented corporation; part of the [social] problems in Nuiqsut come from the fact that 

the wealth is shared with shareholders, and not the entire community” (Herschleb,

Notes, 11/7/01). A member of the Alpine Development inter-govemmental agency 

team perceives “a village disconnect between power brokers and regular village 

residents. Power brokers go to meetings, make decisions, play ball with the status quo 

and are not demanding fixes to problems. Power brokers are not even talking to the 

community, or if they do it is not a forthright dialogue” (Herschleb, Notes, 7/21/00).

The Board of Directors and the management of Kuukpik Corporation fit Stone’s 

definition of members of the North Slope Borough regime. Although members of the 

Board of Directors and the management may perceive they do not possess as much 

power as they would like, the results of their negotiations with ARCO Alaska and the 

lawsuit with Arctic Slope Regional Corporation, both described below, illustrate that 

the corporation does possess a certain amount of power within the North Slope 

Borough. Kuukpik Corporation, as the largest private economic entity in Nuiqsut, does 

cooperate and coordinate with the local government, and does possess a capacity to
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96
achieve common public purposes within the village. Whereas Stone’s (1989) theory 

describes government decision makers as having relative autonomy even with the 

systemic power of business, in Nuiqsut, given the special circumstances of the 

Corporation’s genesis and the weak power of the local government, the power of 

Kuukpik Corporation in the village is extraordinary.

Arctic Slope Regional Corporation

Arctic Slope Regional Corporation (ASRC), the ANSCA regional corporation 

for the North Slope, was incorporated in 1972. Today it has 7000 shareholders. The 

corporation is one of the largest and most successful ANSCA corporations; its 1998 

revenues were close to $900 million. ASRC, with corporate offices in Barrow and 

Anchorage, has interests in oil field service industry firms, construction firms, and 

telecommunications. Their subsidiary, Alaska Growth Capital, is a commercial lending 

institution that makes loans to businesses deemed risky by other lending organizations 

and banks. ASRC Communications is another subsidiary with its corporate offices 

located in Albuquerque, New Mexico and specializes in information technology and 

network services. The firm’s client list includes several military installations such as the 

United States Naval Academy at Annapolis, Maryland, White Sands Missile Range in 

New Mexico and the Aberdeen Proving Grounds, also located in New Mexico. Suffice 

it to say, the Arctic Slope Native Corporation is a very successful business organization 

and its interests extend far from its roots in Barrow, Alaska.



The relationship between ASRC and Kuukpik Corporation has been 

disruptive in recent years due to the lawsuit filed by ASRC against Kuukpik 

Corporation and the subsequent countersuit by Kuukpik, which is explored later in this 

chapter. However, according to Kuukpik CEO Lanston Chinn, in the aftermath of the 

lawsuit “there is a begrudging respect on the part of ASRC for Kuukpik Corporation 

now” (Chinn, 3/7/01). Another perspective is offered by a North Slope Borough 

official, “the relationship between ASRC and Kuukpik Corporation had historically 

been close. Changes started to slowly appear in the early 1980’s with the election of 

younger members of the Kuukpik Board of Directors” who were less inclined to blindly 

cooperate with ASRC (Herschleb, Notes, 11/07/01).

Nuiqsut residents’ opinions of ASRC are similar to their opinions of Kuukpik 

Corporation. Many feel that ASRC does nothing for the village and that they receive no 

benefits as shareholders; others feel that ASRC helps the village in terms of 

employment and dividends.

Formal Planning Documents

The cultural plan for the village of Nuiqsut developed by the North Slope 

Borough in 1979, the Nuiqsut Paisanich. shows that oil development and related 

intrusions on village life are not new.

The onslaught of planes, helicopters, seismic operations, development 

roads, on and offshore drilling sites, gravel mining, barge traffic, and 

construction projects grows apace. Strangers are everywhere- technical
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crews, agency officials, investigators, and planners- all busily concocting 

an unknown and probably unpleasant future.... The village cultural 

system is not geared to handle the onrush of new and strange responsibilities.

.. .Village leaders are often swamped by the demands of their different 

roles- as traditionalist hunters or homemakers and as participants in ever 

more complex governmental and corporate affairs (North Slope Borough,

1979, p. 19,21).

The Nuiqsut Paisanieh identified two working premises. The first, that 

“villagers will be most effective in promoting their own freedom of access and use 

within the Nuiqsut cultural landscape” (North Slope Borough, 1979, p. 22). The second 

working premise is that “supportive institutions will be most effective controlling 

destructive or intrusive uses by others” (North Slope Borough, 1979, p. 22). These 

premises reflect ongoing concerns of villagers regarding the effect of development on 

subsistence resources, and therefore, their traditional lifestyle; and the fact that 

decisions regarding oil development near Nuiqsut would be made by land managers, 

public agencies and private business organizations from outside of the village, and even 

outside the state of Alaska.

The Army Corps of Engineers held a public meeting on January 27, 1983 

regarding the Endicott-Sagg River Delta project in Nuiqsut. It is interesting to note, that 

in the Minerals Management Service report of this meeting “most comments concerned 

potential effects on subsistence resources” (MMS, 1984, p. 259). It cannot be over

emphasized that damage to subsistence resources is the major concern of villagers
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when discussing oil development. It is a constant, overriding, and valid concern. 

Villagers relate concern of environmental degradation from the U.S. military Distant 

Early Warning (DEW) line installations in the mid to late 1950’s, pollution from the 

U.S. Navy test well sites at Umiat in the mid to late 1940’s, along with pollution, 

rusting equipment, and the accompanying environmental degradation from numerous 

other projects throughout the region. These concerns are interrelated, most are based on 

oil development and all have the potential to cause damage to subsistence resources, 

which are viewed by village residents as the most important of all natural resources.

In 1987 Kuukpik Corporation reached an agreement with Arctic Slope Regional 

Corporation (ASRC) regarding non-destructive oil exploration on lands to which 

Kuukpik holds the surface rights and ASRC holds the subsurface rights. At this time, 

Kuukpik Corporation’s financial picture was quite dismal and the corporation was in 

danger of going bankrupt. Lanston Chinn, CEO since 1992, perceived the situation as 

dangerous to the Corporation, “the Corporation really did not know what was going on 

around them, forces much larger than the Corporation were moving and manipulating 

land deals” (Chinn, 3/7/01).

The Minerals Management Service wrote, in 1984, that 

The division of surface and subsurface rights between the village 

and the regional corporation ensures that any mineral development 

project will have regional review. It also ensures a local voice in such 

projects developed on village corporation land. However it also creates 

a dependence of the village corporation on the regional corporation
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which gives the latter considerable leverage, should it choose to 

exercise it. Both are for-profit organizations, so that the smaller often 

has less freedom of action than the larger. This has, for far, worked out.

The Arctic Slope Regional Corporation appears to be relatively benign to 

Kuukpik Corporation, as both are interested in providing funds and jobs 

to local people (MMS, 1984, p. 242).

This optimistic assessment of the relationship between Kuukpik Corporation and ASRC 

would be dramatically changed as a result of the discovery of the Alpine oil field.

Alpine Field Development Project

Exploration for the Alpine development near the village began in 1992. During 

the 1994-95 season ARCO and its partners confirmed that 365 million barrels of 

recoverable reserves existed at the Alpine field, eight miles north of Nuiqsut. It was the 

largest oil discovery in Alaska since 1988. ARCO pursued construction permits with 

the North Slope Borough, State of Alaska, and the Federal government beginning in 

1996.

After reaching final permit approval by the Army Corps of Engineers in 

February of 1998, ARCO proceeded with construction of the oil pad and other facilities 

during that winter. The construction phase of the project saw ARCO mining gravel 

from the banks of Colville River across from Nuiqsut and dynamite blasts from the 

mining were heard almost every evening in the village throughout the 1998-1999 

winter. Oil production at the Alpine field began in December of 2000, under the

100



direction of Phillips Alaska, Inc. (PAI), which purchased ARCO’s Alaska holdings 

in early 2000.

Facilities at the Alpine field include four 4,000 foot pipeline crossings that are 

buried beneath the Colville River. The pipeline crossings will carry the crude oil from 

Alpine to pipelines at the Kuparuk oil field 34 miles away. The oil will feed into the 

trans-Alaska pipeline from Kuparuk. Additionally, the field contains two gravel 

production pads, a three-mile connecting road and an airstrip. The facilities are 

contained in 93 acres of the 80,000-acre field. In winter ice roads to the Kuparuk field 

and to the village of Nuiqsut connect the site. The lights of the production modules and 

buildings for housing the field’s workers are now visible from Nuiqsut.

Alpine is touted as “a model of how thinking small can raise profits and protect 

sensitive land” (Badger, 2000, p. El). The two gravel pads hold approximately 50 

wells that are drilled “down to 7,000 feet and then curve out horizontally to poke into 

pockets of oil” (Badger, 2000, p. El). In the summer months the field is connected to 

Prudhoe Bay oil development complex only by air. New ice roads are expected to be 

built each winter to bring in supplies and equipment.

The development of Alpine has led to speculation that the neighboring NPR-A 

will yield several fields of similar size or greater. Seismic exploration in NPR-A, west 

of Alpine resumed due to the Alpine Field development, “decreasing costs of 

production, and advances in exploration technology” (O’Hara, 1998, p. F4). Oil 

companies hope that the design of Alpine with its relatively small footprint, lack of 

permanent roads, proximity to NPR-A, and its connection with the pipeline system of
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the Prudhoe Bay complex, will be helpful with state and federal governments’ 

approval of NPR-A fields. The United States Department of the Interior reopened 4.5 

million acres in the northeast section of NPR-A in 1999, and oil companies bid $52 

million in May 1999 for leasing rights (Spiess, 2000, p. Dl). Oil companies began 

exploratory drilling on lease sites in the 1999-2000 winter drilling season, however 

according to one oil company official, “NPR-A will require years of exploration to 

yield oil” (Spiess, 2000, p. Dl).

Community Actions Regarding Alpine Field Development Proposal

One North Slope Borough official, who resides in Barrow but considers Nuiqsut 

a “second home,” believes that the majority of the residents in the community of 

Nuiqsut were firmly against the Alpine development when the discovery was made 

public (Herschleb, Notes, 5/18/01). Long time Nuiqsut Mayor, Leonard Lampe 

“originally opposed the Alpine development over concerns about health and 

environmental effects” (Speiss, 1999, p. Al). However, Lampe’s attitude changed to 

support the development with the realization that, “stopping a project like Alpine would 

have meant snubbing the interests of ARCO, the state, the North Slope Borough, and 

the Arctic Slope Regional Corporation,” and Lampe felt that “Nuiqsut’s opportunity lay 

in managing the inevitable” (Speiss, 1999, p. Al).

City council member and former village health aide, Rosemary Ahtuangaruak 

also opposed the development in the beginning. She also has changed to a position that
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can be characterized as non-opposed more than in support of the development. 

Ahtuangaruak understands the need for economic improvement in Nuiqsut and is aware 

that Alpine may bring that to villagers; she also understands the futility of the small 

community opposing the larger governmental and economic interests. However, she 

calls Alpine a “double edged sword” and feels the development is invasive to the 

community, “the invasion occurs whether or not we oppose it, the demands to comment 

[on development proposals] are continuous, extensive, and time consuming, but 

development still occurs” (Ahtuangaruak).

Ahtuangaruak is concerned with the economic impacts on villagers who have 

temporary high paying jobs, “They are given loans for snow machines, boats and four 

wheelers based on that income as if it was a permanent income. They are not able to 

pay on the loans when they are laid off, and as a result have bad credit records” 

(Ahtuangaruak). She does not believe that Alpine will create a stable employment 

base, “when the project is up and running there will be only a few jobs for Nuiqsut 

residents” and worries that the resulting stress of unemployment will increase drug, 

alcohol, and domestic abuse in the village (Ahtuangaruak).

Cultural damage is at the heart of Ahtuangaruak’s fear of development. “When 

jobs are in progress families are separated, kids are unsupervised, and no time is spent 

teaching subsistence skill to kids. The daily chores of living in the Arctic are left 

undone. There is no one to shovel snow for the elders, haul water, no subsistence 

harvest, the ice cellar is left unfilled. Even the sight of the development is frustrating,
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one of the joys of living in the arctic is the beauty of the desolate places. That is 

now gone, due to oil development” (Ahtuangaruak).

Other community residents have commented that Kuukpik Corporation “sold 

out to the oil companies” and that Kuukpik Corporation is not concerned with “local 

residents, especially non-shareholders;” still other villagers feel that the Kuukpik 

directors should “get together with the younger people and the community and teach 

them what is going on. In the long run, with all the money, where is the subsistence and 

language going to be. People are interested in our land just for the money.” (Herschleb, 

Notes, 4/15/00).

Community opposition to the Alpine development was, certainly, not 

unanimous. There is a recognition, among those opposed and those in favor of oil 

development, that employment opportunities for villagers leads to more money in the 

community, and, consequently, improved subsistence uses due to the availability of 

new snow machines, boats, guns, and four wheelers. Additionally, funds are more 

available for fuel, ammunition, and other subsistence necessities. This viewpoint is 

especially consistent among Kuukpik Corporation directors. Board member and former 

president of the Kuukpik board, Joe Nukapigak states, “It is a continuing process to get 

the village to accept the changes that development brings” (Nukapigak).

Along with subsistence, the cultural concept of respect for elders was a constant 

in community discussions of the Alpine development. Elders’ points of view were 

continually monitored and followed during the decision making process, according to
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Nukapigak, ‘"Elders are our foundation, they teach us and we consult with them to 

see what they thinks is best for the community”(Nukapigak).

In June of 1995, Kuukpik Corporation, the City of Nuiqsut, and the Native 

Village of Nuiqsut signed a three-way agreement titled “Cooperative Agreement 

Regarding Oil and Gas Development.” The basis for this agreement is in the working 

premises of the Nuiqsut Paisanich that call for “supportive institutions,” which “will be 

most effective controlling destructive or intrusive uses by others” (Nuiqsut Paisanich, 

1979, p. 22). Lanston Chinn termed the generation of this agreement “a consensus 

decision making exercise” (Chinn, 12/13/00). Chinn feels that the Cooperative 

Agreement, with which Kuukpik Corporation accepted the responsibility of addressing 

the concerns of the community as a whole, “moved the Corporation away from the 

shareholder mentality, we were negotiating with ARCO for the community, not just for 

a band of shareholders. The three-way agreement gave Kuukpik Corporation a huge 

amount of leverage with oil companies. They were used to fragmenting communities in 

their negotiations” (Chinn, 12/13/00).

The three-way Cooperative Agreement was developed out of the need for 

Kuukpik Corporation and Nuiqsut to present “local participation, strength, and unity” in 

their negotiations regarding the Alpine Development with ARCO and ASRC (Chinn, 

12/13/00). The document was “hashed out in meetings with townspeople, elders and the 

Kuukpik board,” is recognized by the North Slope Borough as an extension of the 

Nuiqsut Paisanich and as an official planning document (Chinn, 12/13/00). Chinn felt, 

“there needed to be some focus to move forward, development was either going to be
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shoved down Nuiqsut’s throat or they could become part of it, influence it, and gain 

from it. Each participant in the agreement [Kuukpik Corporation, City of Nuiqsut and 

the Native Village of Nuiqsut] had their own desires and concerns, however, Kuukpik 

was appointed the head negotiator for the village triumvirate” (Chinn, 12/13/00).

Chinn feels the unity that the Cooperative Agreement represented allowed Kuukpik 

Corporation leverage in negotiating the Surface Use Agreement signed with ARCO in 

January 1997.

Before the Surface Use Agreement between Kuukpik Corporation and ARCO 

Alaska, Inc. was reached, however, village unity was severely tested when Arctic Slope 

Regional Corporation (ASRC) filed suit against Kuukpik Corporation in 1995 on the 

grounds that Kuukpik Corporation was unreasonably withholding their consent to allow 

ASRC to pursue oil development in the Naval Petroleum Reserve-Alaska (NPR-A).

The Alpine development land agreement between ASRC and Kuukpik Corporation had 

already been settled; however, ASRC and ARCO “knew they needed a strategic buffer 

of land to the west of Alpine because of the possibility of finding more oil in NPR-A to 

the west of the Colville River area” (Chinn, 3/7/01). Chinn relates that Section 1431(0) 

of the 1980 Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation Act (ANILCA) legislates that 

any development within a 75 mile radius of village corporation lands requires that 

developers acquire consent from the impacted village, “it’s an attempt to recognize 

subsistence lifestyles of villagers and the effects of development on that lifestyle”

(Chinn, 3/7/01). ASRC was granted the subsurface development estate of this Kuukpik 

Corporation land, however, ASRC and Kuukpik Corporation agreed that development
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required a further consent agreement. Chinn feels that the ASRC lawsuit 

“effectively violated the intent of the legislation, it’s a federal policy wrapped within a 

federal law to require our consent” (Chinn, 3/7/01). In the 1987 partial consent 

agreement between Kuukpik Corporation and ASRC for exploration only, consent was 

granted to ASRC “specifically based on an agreement that any development activities 

would have to gain further consent, ASRC was trying to ignore the 1987 agreement” 

and argued that they already had the necessary consent rights for development (Chinn, 

3/7/01).

Kuukpik Corporation counter-sued ASRC within a month of ASRC’s filing on 

the grounds that ASRC’s suit violated the congressional intent of the Alaska Native 

Settlement Claims Act (ANSCA). ASRC filed in federal court, Kuukpik Corporation 

filed in state court, believing that ANSCA created state corporations and therefore, the 

ASRC suit was subject to state court jurisdiction, not federal. The federal judge in the 

case ruled from the bench in Kuukpik Corporation’s favor, agreeing that the suit did not 

belong in federal court. ASRC choose not to file the case in state court, Chinn felt at 

that point in time it was “politically unfeasible for them to do so” (Chinn, 3/7/01).

While the suits were making their way through the courts, stress in Nuiqsut and 

within the North Slope Borough over the suits mounted. Lanston Chinn believes an 

economic boycott was effectively in place with the North Slope Borough funding only 

one $200,000 CLP road project in Nuiqsut during that time due to the interrelationship 

between the ASRC board of directors and the Borough Assembly members. However, 

one North Slope Borough official cautions that although the North Slope Borough
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administration and Kuukpik Corporation were “at odds at times, the CIP process is 

very clean” and although “the possibility is there for influence, the Nuiqsut water and 

sewer projects were never taken off the list” (Herschleb, Notes, 11/07/01).

During the same time ‘‘the rank and file of the [Kuukpik] Corporation was up in 

arms. Shareholders castigated management” (Chinn, 3/7/01). Eventually, the tide turned 

against ASRC. Chinn perceives that villagers came to understand the political 

situation. The other outlying villages on the North Slope began to understand also and 

were sympathetic to Nuiqsut; they felt that ASRC “had crossed a line” and could 

effectively do the same to other villages as they were doing to Nuiqsut (Chinn, 3/7/01). 

The outlying villages forced changes on the board of ASRC at this time by voting in a 

bloc, which allowed for more representation from the seven outlying villages on 

ASRC’s board. A long-term effect of the lawsuit is the change in attitude of the 

outlying villages, including Nuiqsut, toward ASRC. They now know their regional 

corporation will not necessarily hesitate to file suit on them, on the other hand, they 

also know that their regional corporation is not infallible, Kuukpik Corporation 

overcame ASRC’s challenge in a court of law. There is a change in the dynamics of the 

North Slope in the aftermath of the lawsuit, however not all of it can be attributed to the 

lawsuit. The lawsuit’s ruling did give the Kuukpikmiut a burst of confidence in their 

village corporation and in the correctness of their stand to have the suit dismissed from 

federal court, basically in their favor. However, at the same time, “ASRC is still the 

major player on the Slope, but until 1995, all construction on the North Slope was done 

by an ASRC subsidiary, Kuukpik Corporation started their own construction company
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and began to win bids on jobs, and was followed by the Point Hope Native 

corporation’s own construction company. Before this all joint ventures on the North 

Slope were with ASRC” (Herschleb, Notes, 11/07/01). One member of the ASRC 

Board of Directors recognizes a need to improve the relationship between ASRC and 

Kuukpik Corporation in light of recent history, “Communication between Kuukpik and 

ASRC needs to happen in a more productive and regular manner. ASRC needs to be 

ready to lend assistance where it can” (Herschleb, Notes, 8/9/00).

Surface Use Agreement

While the machinations with the ASRC lawsuit were ongoing, Kuukpik 

Corporation and their legal counsel were also negotiating an agreement with ARCO 

Alaska, Inc. to allow ARCO surface access to Kuukpik lands for the development of 

oil. Needless to say, this was an incredibly stressful period for the small corporation 

and their staff. The Agreement was signed by Kuukpik Corporation and ARCO on 

January 1, 1997, and subsequently adopted by Phillips Alaska when they purchased 

ARCO’s Alaska holdings after British Petroleum bought ARCO. Kuukpik Corporation 

received $1 million when the Agreement was signed, collects rent on the land the 

Alpine development uses, and receives royalty income from the oil produced at the 

Alpine field. The royalty income is unique in that Kuukpik Corporation owns only the 

surface rights to the land Alpine is situated on, however Kuukpik Corporation shares 

the oil royalty revenue with the subsurface owners, Arctic Slope Regional Corporation 

and the State of Alaska.
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Brian Boyd, lead counsel for Kuukpik Corporation, states, “during the 

negotiation stage we were very much aware of the fact that the Agreement would be 30 

years long; with satellite fields, maybe 40 to 50 years. We had a real sense that we’d 

better get it right because we had one chance with unusual leverage. Once Kuukpik 

gave the consent, the likelihood of after the fact protections was relatively small”

(Boyd). The Surface Use Agreement provides for ARCO’s access to the lands to which 

Kuukpik Corporation holds surface rights, but also provides for environmental 

protection to lands not owned by Kuukpik Corporation, but used for subsistence 

purposes by the residents of Nuiqsut. This land is owned by the state and federal 

governments, however, the environmental protections provided in the Surface Use 

Agreement are “purely a private agreement between Kuukpik Corporation and ARCO, 

and are in excess of what the government requires. Exceptions and waivers to state and 

federal environmental standards have to be approved by Kuukpik Corporation. Kuukpik 

Corporation wanted maximum local control of land. Concern goes way back. Local 

control equals environmental protection; the theme of local control is present in the 

Nuiqsut Paisanich. Environmental protection is subsistence protection, and with this 

agreement, it is handled at a local level” (Boyd). One of the more innovative tenets of 

the agreement, and why Boyd credits the agreement with providing a maximum amount 

of local control, is the establishment of the Kuukpik Subsistence Oversight Panel 

(KSOP). The purpose of this committee is to be a “liaison, fact-finder, to collect and 

investigate complaints that villagers have regarding specific impacts on subsistence.

The idea was to create an entity that would not have a direct stake in Kuukpik
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Corporation contracting, it is not directly linked to jobs and job training -  ideally, it 

should be more objective than Kuukpik Corporation” (Boyd).

According to the Surface Use Agreement, the KSOP is composed of five 

Nuiqsut residents “who shall monitor the health of subsistence resources on the 

Kuukpik lands and any impact of exploration, development and production activities by 

ARCO on such resources” (Surface Use Agreement, 1997, p. 18). ARCO agreed to 

reimburse Kuukpik Corporation $60,000.00 annually, to be adjusted for inflation, for 

the cost of the panel. The reports and comments generated by KSOP’s inspection of 

Kuukpik lands are distributed to Kuukpik Corporation and to ARCO.

The creation of the KSOP has been lauded by many, from Kuukpik Corporation 

board members, to their attorneys, and the members of the state and federal government 

Alpine development permitting team. It is often mentioned as a model that other North 

Slope communities should follow if and when they are impacted by oil development 

near their villages. However, in reality the KSOP has proved less effective than it 

might. Organization of the panel was slower than hoped. In November 1999, when the 

Alpine development was in full build up, the organization of KSOP had not coalesced 

and few field inspections were being conducted. By April of 2000 a field inspector had 

been hired and was working out of the Kuukpik Corporation office in Nuiqsut.

However, he was overwhelmed with the amount of work and ground to cover in 

administering the goals of the KSOP as visualized in the Surface Use Agreement. 

Additionally, when the huge tasks that the KSOP must accomplish are taken into 

detailed consideration, an annual budget of $60,000.00 begins to seem a paltry sum. If
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the Surface Use Agreement and the KSOP are to be effective community effort will 

be necessary to make that happen.

Conclusions

The working premises conceived for Nuiqsut in the Nuiqsut Paisanich. as stated 

previously, call for villagers “promoting their own freedom of access and use within the 

Nuiqsut cultural landscape; and supportive institutions will be most effective 

controlling destructive or intrusive use by others” (North Slope Borough, 1979, p. 22). 

These working premises were predicated by asking several questions:

Is there a middle way? Can the village organize its own resources 

and its relationships with other institutions to strike an acceptable 

balance between traditional activities and essential involvement in 

the new culture? Which processes, at which points, are best suited 

for direct and productive village action? Which are best suited for 

supportive institutions? (North Slope Borough, 1979, p.21).

The Surface Use Agreement, with its institution of the Kuukpik Subsistence 

Oversight Panel, and the environmental protections it provides, goes only part way in 

addressing these working premises. The Surface Use Agreement has not solved all the 

problems inherent with the impacts ol oil development that the village of Nuiqsut is 

experiencing. These impacts are ongoing and include areas of employment, issues of 

shareholder and non-shareholder benefits, in additional to social and cultural impacts of 

oil development. It is too much to expect that one document will solve a myriad of
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problems and impacts. However, the fact remains that the people in the village of 

Nuiqsut are left to the ongoing and unrelenting chore of continuing to negotiate with oil 

companies, and the state, federal and borough governments in order to increase 

employment and alleviate negative cultural and social impacts of oil development.

Gaventa’s dimensions of power are well represented in the Nuiqsut case. The 

assessment by a N orth Slope Borough official that the board members of Kuukpik 

Corporation were “wined and dined” until they were co-opted or acquiesced to oil 

development is one example. Another is the number of Nuiqsut residents who never 

questioned the fact that oil development would take place whether or not it was 

opposed; it was simply assumed they had no power to stop development. Gaventa’s 

third dimension of power, that of the “psychological adaptations to the state of being 

without power” explains this (Gaventa, 1980, p. 16). The sense of powerlessness “may 

manifest itself as extensive fatalism, self-deprecation, or undue apathy about one’s 

situation” (Gaventa, 1980, p. 17). One can argue these conditions have existed among 

humans since the beginning of social organization, they are certainly present today and 

manifest in the myriad of social problems experienced by North Slope residents. The 

cultural considerations gained in the Surface Use Agreement proved that those who 

assumed they had no power ultimately underestimated the power they do possess in 

gaining the considerations, however this knowledge is tempered by the fact that oil 

development did take place near the village and is ongoing.

Kuukpik Corporation mobilized the dissent, gained power, and, more than the 

Girdwood community, managed to insert social and cultural values into the economic
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development process. Through this process Kuukpik Corporation executives and 

board members gained wider access to the North Slope regime network and became 

more powerful members of that regime. As members of the North Slope regime, 

Kuukpik Corporation officials never negotiated from a position that completely 

opposed oil development, contrary to the position of some villagers, but they did 

negotiate with their perception of the public interest for the community in mind, and the 

three-way agreement gave them the power to do so. Others in the community have 

other, less economically oriented, preferences and do not agree with Kuukpik 

Corporation’s perception of the public interest for the community.
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Chapter Five -  Analysis & Conclusions

The communities of Girdwood and Nuiqsut were each able to effect a certain 

amount of policy change to the originally proposed economic development proposals 

by pressing their demands for recognition of their respective cultural, social, and 

historical values. However, Nuiqsut was more successful than Girdwood due to the 

institution of the Kuukpik Subsistence Oversight Panel and its environmental protection 

oversight on lands owned by Kuukpik Corporation, and on lands not owned by the 

Corporation but used by villagers for subsistence. Girdwood, in comparison, received a 

few minor concessions but did not achieve either stopping the rail spur completely or 

changing the route to one with less impact. The communities fought hard political 

battles, both within and outside their respective communities and the process took 

enormous amounts of community involvement. These two situations may not be 

applicable for all communities if the affected communities are not willing or able to 

invest the time and resources to impact development proposals. Community members 

must be willing to spend hours of volunteer time attending meetings, researching, 

testifying, and organizing support for their views regarding the specific proposed



development. In many cases, as in the two studied herein, the community acts as a 

wedge between the developers and the desired development, meaning that they may 

effect some change in the proposal by inserting cultural and social values and receive 

some concessions, but not all that they desire. And certainly, in both case studies here, 

the concessions and agreements reached ensure the communities will see further 

negotiation, disagreement, and divisiveness with developers and within the community.

In both communities the controversies can be characterized as a “fight over 

visions of the public interest or the nature of the community -  the truly significant 

political questions underlying policy choices,” a normal, though obviously not rational, 

process. (Stone, D., 1997, p. 10). For many citizens in Girdwood and Nuiqsut, in their 

vision of their community’s public interest “community comes before economic 

development” (McGivem, 2000, p. 166).

Nuiqsut had an advantage that Girdwood did not given the structure of their 

local government and the support of Kuukpik Corporation. The three-way agreement 

that united the City of Nuiqsut, the Native Village of Nuiqsut, and Kuukpik 

Corporation gave the community a solid starting base for negotiations with ARCO that 

ensured historical, cultural and social values would be part of the negotiations. The 

structure of the local government in Girdwood required the Girdwood Board of 

Supervisors and Girdwood residents to lobby the Anchorage Municipal Assembly 

against the rail spur, and they simply did not have the political strength that the three- 

way agreement and the Nuiqsut Paisanich gave Nuiqsut residents. The three-way 

agreement gave the impression of a united front for Nuiqsut, Girdwood did not have
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this advantage. There were powerful residents of the community, for example 

members of Girdwood 2020, lobbying the Anchorage Assembly and the Mayor in favor 

of the rail spur.

The recognized and institutionalized significance of subsistence as a cultural, 

social, and historical value is another advantage held by Nuiqsut. This is present in the 

Nuiqsut Paisanich and a myriad of other documents concerning the North Slope and 

Alaska. It is supported by the government of the North Slope Borough, as illustrated by 

the Borough’s support for Inupiat language in the schools, the Alaska Eskimo Whaling 

Commission, and for cultural and subsistence practices in general. Girdwood residents 

highly value their small town atmosphere and a quality of life that includes hiking, 

skiing, and wilderness preservation, however, as important as these values are to local 

residents, they are not as formalized or chronicled as subsistence values in the 

economic development arena and subsistence practices were a strong negotiating factor 

for Nuiqsut. It is clear in both case studies, as Ramsay holds, that the respective local 

history, social structures, and culture “molded the policy preferences of individuals” 

and this was used in shaping the policy decisions that came about in the Kuukpik 

Corporation and ARCO Surface Use Agreement and, less so, in the Girdwood 

Commercial Areas and Transportation Plan (Ramsay, 1997, p. 114).

Urban theoretical work on neighborhood and local control fits well for 

explanations of rural situations when historical, social and cultural considerations are 

taken into account, as the theories used in the theoretical framework illustrate. Clarence 

Stone’s use of regime theory in urban settings translates well to both Nuiqsut and
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Girdwood for understanding the informal governing arrangements that are key to 

policy making. The Anchorage regime, discussed in Chapter 3, consisting of Senator 

Ted Stevens, former Governor Bill Sheffield, Chris von Imhof of Alyeska Resort, 

members of Girdwood 2020, Mayor George Wuerch, and various other business and 

political actors, was only partially successful in this instance of practicing “their 

capacity to do something” (Stone, 1989, p. 179). They did not achieve immediate 

implementation of their plan to build a rail spur into the Girdwood valley. However, 

they may still achieve their goal, if they can outlast their opposition on the Anchorage 

Assembly and Senator Stevens stays in the U.S. Senate. This regime has achieved a 

similar goal in building the controversial rail depot at the Anchorage Ted Stevens 

International Airport. At any rate, the Anchorage regime cannot, in Stone’s terms be 

viewed as an entirely effective regime because they were not “genuinely effective at 

promoting cooperation in the execution” of this proposal (Stone, 1992, p. 63).

The North Slope regime consists of the Mayor of the North Slope and members 

of the Borough assembly, members of the Arctic Slope Regional Corporation Board, 

board members of the village corporations, including Kuukpik, oil company executives, 

and representatives of other, mainly oil field, business interests. Also involved are state 

and federal agency officials and the state’s Congressional delegation, who are also 

members of the Anchorage regime. Ultimately, the regime got what it wanted; they 

simply had to pay a higher price than they originally wanted regarding settling the 

Surface Use Agreement with Kuukpik Corporation, and this was one of a myriad of 

negotiations that took place in the permitting and developing of the Alpine Field.
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Kuukpik Corporation board members and executives have gained some power 

within the regime through the Alpine Field development process, although if this is the 

result of their lawsuit with ASRC or their improved economic status is open to 

question. At any rate, the North Slope regime may be viewed as more effective than 

the Anchorage regime in that it possesses more of a “comprehension of the 

consequences of its actions and inactions,” due mainly to the ethnic composition and 

cultural bond that some members of this regime share with the residents of Nuiqsut 

(Stone, 1992, p. 63). However, given that the North Slope regime was more effective 

than the Anchorage regime, and that Nuiqsut was more effective than Girdwood at 

gaining concessions, the fact remains that there are many residents of Nuiqsut who 

don’t perceive the Surface Use Agreement, or oil development in general, to be 

equitable or acceptable to the whole community.

Nuiqsut residents who serve, or have served in the past, on the Kuukpik 

Corporation’s board of directors have more power than locally elected city officials 

and, as a result of the three-way agreement, can negotiate with the North Slope 

Borough, state and federal governments, and oil companies for their version of the 

public preferences of Nuiqsut. This situation is illustrative of the ‘Two faces of power 

thesis,” if local power brokers’ preferences are the only alternatives explored, other 

citizens are under-represented (Bachrach and Baratz, 1962, p. 947). Ultimately, through 

past, present and future cooperation and coordination, and through the power gained by 

Kuukpik Corporation, board members are viewed as members of the greater North 

Slope regime.
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Stone’s (1989) contention that the power of a regime is “magnified at a local 

level where formal authority of the government is especially weak” rings true in both 

the Nuiqsut and Girdwood situation (p. 229). Neither community has a strong local 

government. Girdwood is removed from its local governing body, the Anchorage 

Assembly and relies heavily on the advisory-only capacity of the Girdwood Board of 

Supervisors, while Nuiqsut’s City Council has very little power within the North Slope 

home-rule borough government. These structural restraints of local government 

determine the lack of historical, social and cultural considerations in economic 

development, unless local residents make specific demands for these considerations, 

and/or as in the case of Nuiqsut, the dominant government, the North Slope Borough, 

supports the considerations.

Illustration of regime theory’s recognition of business interests’ privileged 

position in relation to governmental decision-making is apparent in both the Nuiqsut 

and Girdwood situations. In Girdwood, the private entity most benefiting from the 

proposed rail spur is the Alyeska Resort, and even though, as proposed, the rail spur 

will be financed solely by public funds, business and political actors were lined up in 

support of the project. At least, in the Nuiqsut case, the Alpine Field proposal was 

economically viable and privately financed, so that the business and governmental 

support for the project was not as questionable as in the less economically viable 

Girdwood case. The decisions made in both cases show the systemic power of business; 

the contextual force of political influence is also visible in the policy decision-making 

of the Anchorage Assembly in granting Girdwood a few concessions.
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The polis model allows examination of the behavior that took place in the 

debates over each development proposal. Residents in Nuiqsut and Girdwood were 

emotionally involved in these debates and their involvement was predicated on more 

than economic issues. These are the social and cultural issues, which are the ‘‘truly 

significant political questions underlying policy choices” (Stone, D., 1997, p. 10). Each 

community expounded on these issues, along with economic issues, in countless public 

meetings and hearings. By viewing the arguments for and against each proposal 

delineated in each community, a vision of what residents want for their community 

emerges. It may not be a purely rational vision based on an economic market model but 

it is a vision of how a community of people want to live their lives. This vision 

imparted in the debates had a role in the ultimate decision-making that decided the 

details that govern each project. Therefore, the public process was augmented due to 

citizen participation; a function the polis model terms a “law of passion” (Stone, 1997, 

p.29). An oil company’s decision for implementation of oil development based 

partially on the culturally bound subsistence use of the surrounding area is not a purely 

rational economic decision, it is a decision in which historical, social and cultural 

practices were given weight . And it is what was done in the case of the Alpine 

development. This illustrates the tenet of the polis model that states there is no truly 

rational decision making and that politics does matter.

Ramsay writes that “economic policy decisions are molded by local history and 

social and cultural preferences, which are non-material” (Ramsay, 1996, p. 114). Her 

view is amply supported and illustrated in this thesis. Ramsay also views the theoretical
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split in the literature between urban and rural communities as misleading (115). The 

similarity between the experiences of Girdwood and Nuiqsut certainly supports this 

stance. Each community’s place within its governmental structure and the public 

process each went through to the completion of the Surface Area Agreement and the 

Girdwood Commercial Areas and Transportation Plan could take place in either a rural 

or urban community. The Agreement and the Plan contain elements, such as the 

environmental protection covenants, common to many land use plans and agreements. 

The distinctions between the two community processes of negotiation and community 

stress are not that great, although one involved negotiation with a private entity, ARCO, 

and one involved negotiation with an elected body, the Anchorage Assembly.

Ramsay’s view that the gemeinschaft-gesellschaft duality is a false concept is 

also supported by this thesis. Girdwood and Nuiqsut are variants of a single 

phenomenon -  the local community, with elements of gemeinschaft and gesellschaft 

present in each community. In Girdwood, gemeinschaft is evidenced by the strong 

volunteerism that exists for many local projects, not to mention community fund raisers 

and care giving when a resident is ill or injured. In Nuiqsut gemeinschaft is evidenced 

by the cultural practice of subsistence sharing and by strong kinship ties within the 

community. Gesellschaft is evidenced in Nuiqsut by the profit making mode, joint 

ventures, and employment supported by the locally owned Kuukpik Corporation. 

Girdwood exhibits gesellschaft through Alyeska Resort and other local business 

development. When these local communities face economic development, the impacts 

to historical, social and cultural factors are as much a concern as economic benefits,
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which is illustrated in Chapters 3 and 4, and is reflected in the policies related to the 

Alpine Field development and, in lesser measure, the Alaska Railroad rail spur in the 

Girdwood valley. Further studies by scholars should investigate community decision 

making to analyze how historical, social, and cultural values impact economic 

development policymaking.

Gaventa’s dimensions of power are excellent analytic tools in this study. His 

first dimension, “concerned with observable conflict in decision making” is more than 

well illustrated in these two communities (1980, p. 13). Opponents and proponents of 

each proposal wielded any and all political resources available to propel their vision of 

the development to the forefront. However, Gaventa’s second dimension, forms of non

decision making, tells that not all who felt strongly were able to be involved in the 

issues. Alyeska Resort employees in Girdwood who were opposed to the rail spur were 

afraid to speak out in public meeting and hearings or sign petitions for fear of suffering 

sanctions at work. Additionally, in the non-decision making area, residents consistently 

brought up the fact that while they were not opposed to rail service to the entrance of 

the Girdwood valley, they were opposed to the rail spur itself or the alternate routes for 

the rail spur. The Alaska Railroad and the consultants preparing the Girdwood 

Commercial Areas and Transportation Plan never seriously explored these preferences. 

The request for rail service to the valley entrance was only considered in the context of 

inclusion with the rail spur. Ironically, the Anchorage Assembly ruled that this 

preference must first be utilized before a rail spur can be built into the valley, proof that 

local concerns finally had some impact on the proposal.
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Gaventa’s third dimension of power, the “psychological adaptation to the 

state of being without power,” is an apt description of many residents in Girdwood and 

Nuiqsut who believed that their views would not be represented in the face of interests 

of the Alaska Railroad or the oil industry (1980, p. 16). This was a constant theme in 

interviews in Nuiqsut and in interactions with Girdwood citizens, and leads to apathy 

and a lack in interest and/or concern in civic affairs. Additional modifications to the 

proposals that were advantageous to the community may have been possible with more 

community involvement. However, if one feels he or she cannot affect public power, 

why should one bother to try? This is a universal theme and one that will always be 

with us. This psychological adaptation is not confined to Nuiqsut and Girdwood, it has 

a grave effect on our entire society in that people holding this perception are not wholly 

represented in public policy, this is reflected in the gap between rich and poor, in 

education, and in social issues.

People without political experience or expertise are most often negatively 

affected by economic development; they are also most likely to not act against the 

power structure that supports such economic development. A major implication of this 

thesis is to expand theories of local control to include the influences of historical, 

social, and cultural values of affected communities, both urban and rural, on economic 

development, as an alternative to the market model. Economic development needs to be 

viewed as a community process, not solely an economic process.

The power in Girdwood and Nuiqsut, and in every community, lies with the 

people who choose to exercise that power. Power can be exercised by regular citizens
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who decide to get involved; they, in turn, can marshal more power from their 

friends and neighbors. However, they are faced with a daunting force in the power of 

the governmental structure and the power of the business and political regimes for 

whom the governmental and political structures work very well. As this thesis shows, 

with persistence, determination, and collective action, local communities can demand 

that their social and cultural values be considered and given weight in economic 

development proposals. A community’s quality of life can be somewhat protected, 

although compromises have to be made on the part of the community and on the part of 

the developer. The Anchorage and North Slope regimes seemed, in the beginning, to 

hold an insurmountable power, but community members gained a certain amount of 

local control and political influence through the process -  in line with Deborah Stone’s 

(1997) law that “political resources are enlarged and enhanced through use” (p. 29). 

Citizens in Nuiqsut and Girdwood set a precedent that can be used in future community 

decision making. The challenge lies in marshaling the local community power, in 

believing individuals can make a difference, and in constantly regenerating the 

community for every issue that it must face.
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