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Executive Summary  

Anchorage forestlands are the foundation for the health, sustainability, and economic well-being 

of Anchorage communities.  These forests are an essential, living, and dynamic resource that 

provides critical support and ecosystem services to both people and wildlife, contributing greatly 

to the quality of life, environmental and socio-economic health, and the identity of Anchorage.  

The preservation and protection of significant forestlands is vital to the realization of many of the 

environmental and sustainability goals established by the Anchorage 2020 comprehensive plan. 

The forestland assessment, completed in July 2010 included mapping the extent and location of 

existing tree canopy, analysis of canopy cover relative to land use, and an estimation of species 

composition.  The assessment considered the value and benefits of these forestlands to both people 

and wildlife, and identified threats to forest health and sustainability.  Inventory samples from two 

different forest types provide a quantified estimation of the environmental benefits received 

annually from these forest types.  Public outreach and an online survey provided an opportunity 

for residents, user groups, community leaders, and environmental managers to express their views 

and ideas on the value and benefits of Anchorage's forestlands and the strategies for the 

conservation, protection, and management of this resource.  The resulting data provides the 

foundation for the goals and objectives outlined in the forestland management plan as well as a 

benchmark for determining the future success of management strategies and Anchorage's ongoing 

commitment to smart growth.  Highlights of this assessment include the following information: 

Á The Municipality has an average 59% canopy cover overall, the majority of which (75%) 

is in parks, greenbelts, and open space, including state parks and national forests.  The 

bowl has an average 35% canopy cover; 68% in parks and open space and 29% in other 

areas.   

Á One acre of mixed conifer/deciduous forest provides $6,314 in annual environmental 

benefits and has a replacement value of $684,385.  One acre of paper birch/deciduous 

forest provides $3,673 in annual environmental benefits, and has a replacement value of 

$637,362.  

Á Threats to Anchorage forestlands include development, increased use, wildfire, climate 

change, pests, and disease; the primary of these is development.  Since Alaska became a 

state in 1959, the population has increased by 234% and is expected to increase an 

additional 32% by 2020.  The bowl has already lost 50% of its forestland cover and the 

current 35% overall canopy is less than the recommended goal of 40% (American 

Forests).    

The overarching intent of the Anchorage Forestland Management Plan is to: 

Preserve and enhance Anchorage's natural and developed forest and the benefits they 

provide that are critical to the quality of life of residents, visitors, and wildlife. 

The plan recognizes that continued growth and development is both desirable and necessary to the 

economic well being of the community.  However, neglecting to provide adequate consideration to 

the preservation of trees and forests can be a costly oversight.  Communities around the world are 

finding the need to reestablish urban forests after significant loss of canopy takes a toll on quality 

of life.  Anchorage has the enviable opportunity to avoid costly reforestation if current 

deforestation trends are modified and if significant forest stands are preserved.  Recognizing the 

vital function of trees and forests and adopting proactive preservation strategies is much more 

cost-effective than trying to rebuild a healthy, working urban forest. 
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Introduction  

The Municipality of Anchorage covers 1,955 square miles and includes the urban communities 

of Anchorage, Eagle River, and Girdwood.  More than 270,000 people live within the municipal 

boundariesðnearly half the population of Alaska.  Trees and natural forestlands play a huge role 

in the quality of life in Anchorage and throughout all of Alaska.  Forestlands are essential to the 

health and sustainability of the community, protecting vital water resources and salmon 

spawning grounds, improving air quality, increasing property values, and providing critical 

habitat for wildlife.  The forestlands in Anchorage are home to 52 species of mammals, five 

species of salmon, and 230 bird species 

Anchorage forestlands provide many recreational opportunities.  Within the municipal 

boundaries, there are more than 1,131 square miles of public parks and forestlands including 

much of Chugach State Park, areas of Chugach National Forest, and municipal parks.  In 

addition, there are nearly 750 miles of trails and greenbelts and an estimated 30,000 street trees. 

Because of its prime location and population, Anchorage is a major commercial and 

transportation hub.  Home to Ted Stevens Anchorage International Airport (serving commercial 

and small private planes and providing access to all areas of the state including high value 

wildlands, refuges, and parks), the Port of Anchorage, as the stateôs largest seaport, handles 90% 

of consumer goods in Alaska (city-data.com) and is a major railroad terminal.  Most consumer 

goods that enter or leave Alaska pass through Anchorage.  The USDA Forest Service has 

identified threats to our nationôs forests, including wildfire, invasive plant and animal species, 

unregulated recreation, and loss of open space (USDA).  Each of these threats is primary to 

Anchorage, especially the risk of exotic and invasive species, which pose an especially high level 

of threat to Alaskaôs pristine ecosystems.  As the primary hub for commerce into the state, there 

is increased likelihood of the introduction of exotic pests into Anchorage, which could spread 

quickly to remote areas in all other parts of Alaska.   

Itôs easy to believe that the abundant forests and the benefits they provide are eternal and self-

sustaining.  However, the truth is that an ever-expanding population and development have 

placed stress on this natural resource, threatening the future quality of life of residents and 

visitors.  Since Alaska became a state in 1959, the population of Anchorage has increased more 

than 230%.  As more and more forests are cleared for development, Anchorage becomes a less 

healthy environment for humans and wildlife, including salmon, which depend upon forest cover 

for shade, food, and water quality.      

Recognizing the importance of forestlands to the quality of life in Anchorage and all of Alaska, 

the State of Alaska Division of Forestry, Community Forestry Program, contracted with Davey 

Resource Group in February 2010 to undertake an assessment of forest resources within the 

Municipality of Anchorage (MOA) and develop a management plan for preserving and 

maximizing the benefits supplied by this valuable natural resource.  This project is the final 

phase of a three-phase projectðAnchorage Inventory and Management Plan: Maximizing Forest 

Benefits for Alaskans.  Phase 1, which began in August 2008, was an inventory of public street 

and facility trees.  The data collected in that inventory was integrated into the municipal GIS 

(Geographic Information System) database.  The development of an Urban Forestry 

Management Plan for public street and facility trees was accomplished in Phase 2.  Together, 

these projects are the foundation of a successful urban forestry program, established to protect 

and conserve forest resources in Anchorage as well as those on surrounding state and federal 

lands.      
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Acknowledged as a Tree City USA in 2006 by the Arbor Day Foundation, Anchorage has 

invested millions of dollars in public trees and taken steps necessary to develop a comprehensive 

urban forestry program, including hiring the first municipal forester in the state of Alaska.  The 

stunning natural beauty that surrounds and defines Anchorage living is unique and unsurpassed 

in communities of similar size and amenities.  Committed to preserving and enhancing the 

unique quality of life and the natural beauty of the surrounding environment, the community has 

taken an active role in future development and conservation by defining specific goals and 

strategies in Anchorage 2020: Anchorage Bowl Comprehensive Plan.  Healthy and sustainable 

forestlands are vital to realizing many of the goals set forth in the plan, including clean air; 

preservation of water resources, wetlands, and wildlife; maintaining harmony with nature; and a 

sustainable community that promotes health and well-being.  In addition, the Anchorage Bowl 

Park, Natural Resource, and Recreation Facility Plan (2006) identifies the development of 

natural resource management plans as a short-term, high priority action item. 

Successful management of any resource requires a thorough understanding of the current status 

of the resource, including extent, location, condition, and value.  Only when a resource has been 

quantified and defined can significant, measurable management take place; therefore, the initial 

goal of this project was an assessment of the current forest resource including: 

ÁÁ  The extent and location of tree canopy cover within the municipal boundary.  

ÁÁ  Species composition.   

ÁÁ  Canopy coverage relative to land use. 

ÁÁ  Estimation of environmental benefits per acre for two forest types (paper birch/deciduous 

and mixed forest). 

ÁÁ  Defining the value and benefits of Anchorageôs forestlands to people and wildlife.   

ÁÁ  Identification of threats to forest health and sustainability. 

ÁÁ  An account of current management policies, activities, and budgets. 

The assessment considered all canopy cover within the municipal boundary, including trees in 

developed and natural forested areas.  The resulting information provides a foundation for the 

development of long-term management goals and allows managers and citizens to make 

informed decisions about budgetary and policy support and management priorities.  The analysis 

also establishes a benchmark for measuring the success of future management strategies (results 

of the analysis are detailed in Chapter 2).    

Upon completion of the forest resource analysis, DRG consultants met with MOA and state 

forestry professionals to develop a forestland management plan.  The information gained from 

the forest assessment and canopy analysis were considered in the development of goals and 

objectives outlined in the plan and intended to allow Anchorage to protect and conserve its 

forestland resources and the ecosystem benefits provided by this critical community asset. 

The forestland assessment and the management plan may be used by the Municipality to develop 

detailed management plans for communities, open space and recreational areas, individual parks, 

and planning zones.   
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Õ Conserve the current level of overall tree canopy cover at no net 
loss and maximize the flow of benefits. 

Õ Support smart growth1 and development while preserving the 
quality of life in Anchorage. 

Õ Preserve recreational opportunities through responsible 
vegetation management along trails and other high-use areas. 

Õ Develop a sustainable, cost-efficient forest management program. 

The overarching intent of the Anchorage Forestland Management Plan is to: 

In support of this intention, the plan identifies the following primary goals: 

The plan is specific to public lands within the boundaries of the Municipality of Anchorage and 

has no authority or jurisdiction over private lands.  Details of the management plan can be found 

in Chapter 4, including the specific objectives recommended for accomplishing these goals. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Smart growth: a development philosophy based on some or all of these principles:  a range of housing opportunities and choices; walkable 

neighborhoods; community and stakeholder collaboration; distinctive, attractive communities with a strong sense of place; development 
decisions that are predictable, fair, and cost effective; a mix of land uses; preservation of open space, farmland, natural beauty, and critical 

environmental areas; a variety of transportation choices; development strengthened and directed towards existing communities; and taking 

advantage of compact building designs.  (smartgrowth.org) 

tǊŜǎŜǊǾŜ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ !ƴŎƘƻǊŀƎŜΩǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ 
forests and the benefits they provide that are critical to the 

quality of life of residents, visitors, and wildlife. 
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Chapter 1:  Anchorage: Hist ory , Development,  and 
Forest lands  

History and Development  

The Anchorage area was originally settled by the Tanaina more than 6,000 years ago as a 

summer fishing camp.  By 1700, the location was already a major trading center for Native 

Americans, Eskimos, and Aleuts (city-data.com).  Captain James Cook explored the area on his 

third voyage of discovery (1778), claiming the land for England, and later becoming the 

namesake for Cook Inlet which today borders Anchorage to the west and northwest.  During the 

1800s, Russian migrants had settled into the area, stirring additional flavors into the cultural mix, 

and influencing customs, art, and architecture in ways still in evidence today.  In 1867, Russia 

sold the area along with all of Alaska to the United States of America for just over $7 million.  

When gold was discovered along Turnagain Arm in 1882, leagues of prospectors seeking their 

fortunes burst upon the scene, resulting in a population explosion that included service and retail 

establishments in support of the rapidly growing community. 

Anchorage was established in 1915 at the mouth of Ship Creek, where a tent city was erected, 

housing workers and materials, and serving as headquarters for the construction of the 

government-owned Alaska Railroad line from Seward to Fairbanks (anchorage.net).  Already a 

major city, Anchorage was incorporated November 23, 1920.  The rail line was completed in 

1923 and the first airfield was constructed.  With few connecting roads in Alaska even today, air 

transportation was and remains critical to commerce.  Anchorage established its own airline in 

1926 and Merrill Field, a commercial service airport, was opened in 1935 (city-data.com). 

In the 1930s, Anchorage experienced an influx of dust bowl farmers from the Midwest along 

with the initial buildup of the military defense complex.  The buildup included the construction 

of Fort Richardson and Elmendorf Field Air Force Base.  The military remains an important part 

of Anchorage economy to this day.  In 1942, the Alaska Highway was completed, becoming a 

military supply line to northern defense headquarters and a link to other parts of the country 

(city-data.com).  By 1950, Anchorage had reached a population of 43,314.  An international 

airport was opened in 1951, quickly becoming a primary connection to transpolar air traffic 

between America, Europe, and Asia.  On January 3, 1959, Alaska became the 49
th
 state of the 

United States of America. 

What would become another important industry, commercial oil , was discovered in the Cook 

Inlet basin in the late 1950s.  Then, disaster struck with the devastating Good Friday earthquake 

of March 27, 1964.  The earthquake, registering 9.2 on the Richter scale, was centered 80 miles 

south of Anchorage, caused hundreds of millions in damages, and took more than two years to 

recover from.   

In 1975, city and borough governments merged to become the Municipality of Anchorage and, 

by 1980, the population had swelled to more than 174,000 people.  An influx of North Slope oil 

revenues into the state treasury supported growth in the 1980s, spawning capital projects, 

beautification efforts, and long-range community planning.  And though a collapse in world 

crude oil prices resulted in a statewide recession and a population decrease in 1986, Anchorage 

had further swelled to a population of more than 226,000 residents by 1990.  The 1990s saw 

record economic growth and established Alaska as a tourist destination.  
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Today, Anchorage is Alaskaôs largest city with a population of 277,000 residents, 42 percent of 

the entire state population (anchorage.net).  With an international airport, a deepwater port, a 

major rail terminal, and the Alaska Highway, Anchorage is the primary commercial hub of 

distribution to other communities in the state.  Oil, gas, military, transportation, and tourism are 

the primary industries.  Elmendorf-Richardson, a joint Air Force and Army base is located in 

Anchorage, along with the University of Alaska and Alaska Pacific University.  Anchorage 

residents enjoy a relatively high per capita income and low taxes.  The community takes pride in 

a thriving culture, with museums, galleries, an opera, symphony orchestra, and the influence and 

traditions of five unique Alaska Native cultures and the various immigrant groups who have 

settled in the area.  With a favorable business climate and a commitment to education, itôs no 

surprise that the community has been honored four times as an All American City (most recently 

in 2002) by the National Civic League.  Based on forecasts published by the University of 

Alaska Anchorageôs Institute of Social and Economic Research (ISER), the Anchorage 2020: 

Anchorage Bowl Comprehensive Plan estimates the municipal population will increase to 

365,700 (base case) by the year 2020 (Figure 1). 

Figure 1.  Anchorage Population Growth, 1915  to  2010 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Climate and Geography  

The Municipality of Anchorage is located in a wide valley at the base of the Chugach Mountains on 

the coast of Cook Inlet in south-central Alaska.  Stretching from Portage Glacier in the south to 

Eklutna in the north and eastward into the Chugach National Forest, the Municipality encompasses an 

area of approximately 1,955 square miles.  Enjoying a maritime climate and relatively low 

precipitation (70 inches of snowfall and 15 plus inches of rainfall annually [city-data.com]), 

Anchorage experiences four seasons with temperatures averaging 20° F in the winter and 65° F in the 

summer.  Daylight ranges from a minimum of about six hours on the winter solstice to a maximum of 

around 19 hours on the summer solstice.

2,000

277,000

365,700

0

50,000

100,000

150,000

200,000

250,000

300,000

350,000

400,000

1915 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020

Year

Population Growth
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Residents take pride in wildlife like this brown 
bear and believe living with wildlife makes 

Anchorage more interesting  and special.  

Forest Use and Value 

Regardless of the season, outdoor recreation is an 

important part of life for residents and visitors.  

During the long days of summer, fishing, boating, 

kayaking,  and cycling or hiking on more than 120 

miles of paved trails and over 600 miles of 

unpaved and wilderness trails are just a few of the 

activities available.  In winter months, ice and 

snow add new opportunities for fun when 

enthusiasts enjoy ice skating, downhill skiing, 

sledding, snow machining, snow shoeing, and 

cross-country skiing and skijoring on 200 miles of 

maintained trails.  Winter is also the time for 

engaging in the official state sportðdog sledding.  

Dog sled teams train on their own dedicated trail 

system and downtown Anchorage is the 

ceremonial starting point for the Iditarod Trail 

Sled Dog Race and the official starting point for 

the World Championship Sled Dog Races, a 

highlight of the Fur Rendezvous Festival since 

1936.  Alaska is the last frontier, and 

Anchorage is no exception.   

Wildlife is a natural part of living in this 

adventuresome community.  Black and brown 

bears, wolves, Dall sheep, beaver, and a large population of moose are just a few of the 52 

mammals that live within the municipal boundaries.  Besides mammals, Anchorage is home to 

five salmon species and 230 bird species.  Marine mammals, including beluga whale, are present 

in Cook Inlet.  While living in close proximity to all this wildlife does pose a few nuisance 

challenges and even some danger, a recent poll conducted by the Alaska Department of Fish and 

Game (2010) found that most residents take pride in the wildlife and believe ñthey make life in 

Anchorage more interesting and special.ò  Viewing and photographing wildlife is also high on 

the list of attractions for visitors.   

The stunning beauty and natural wilderness that surrounds and defines Anchorage living is 

unique and unsurpassed.  Forests are an integral part of that beauty.  Trees and forests are the 

foundation of the production food chain, providing vital ecosystem services and supporting the 

quality of life of humans and wildlife.  Forestlands are essential to the health and sustainability 

of the environment and the Anchorage community.  They protect vital water resources and 

salmon spawning grounds, improve air quality, increase property values, provide critical habitat 

for wildlife, and provide unlimited opportunities for recreation. 

Anchorage has consistently demonstrated an appreciation for both wilderness and wildlife,   

dedicating nearly 14,000 acres to municipal parks and greenbelts as well as developing over 250 

miles of maintained trails and planting an estimated 30,000 street trees.  Chugach State Park is 

located within the municipal boundary in the Chugach Mountains, east of Anchorage.  The park, 

established in 1970, is the third largest state park in the US and is listed as one of the top ten state 

parks (Americaôs Best).  In addition, to the east, nearly 384 square miles of Chugach National 

Forest lands lie within municipal boundaries. 
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Recognizing the function of wildland and forests, the community has taken an active role in 

future development and conservation, defining specific goals and strategies in Anchorage 2020: 

Anchorage Bowl Comprehensive Plan and making a commitment to sustainability.  However, 

without a clear understanding of how previous development has impacted Anchorage forests, itôs 

difficult to determine exactly what future strategies are necessary and justified for preserving 

what exists today.   

Figure 2.  Aerial photograph of Anchorage Bowl dated August 1950.  
(Photo courtesy of Aeromap US. ) 

Since Alaska became a state in 1959, the Anchorage population has increased by 234% to 

277,000 and is expected to increase another 32% (365,700) by 2020 (Figure 1).  An aerial photo 

taken August 8, 1950 (Figure 2) clearly shows forests and wetlands that existed at the time.  By 

1974, less than 25 years later, much of the forestland in the Anchorage Bowl had been developed 

or cleared for development (Figure 3). 
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Figure 4 illustrates the progression of development through September 2002 when the photo was 

taken.  While it may not be possible to quantify the actual amount of wetlands and forest acres 

lost to development, itôs easy to see how quickly that loss can occur.  To date, more than half of 

the original wetlands have been lost to development.  Current tree canopy cover in the 

Anchorage bowl area is 35%.  Nearly one third of that is in parks and greenbelts. 

Figure 3.  Aerial photograph of Anchorage Bowl dated May 197 4. 
(Photo courtesy of Aeromap US ) 

Considering that the current tree canopy cover in Anchorage bowl municipal parks averages 68% 

and nearby Chugach State Park has an average tree canopy cover of 76%, it is reasonable to 

assume that prior to development the bowl had at minimum an average tree canopy cover of 

65%.  If this assumption is true, then nearly 34 square miles (21,713 acres) of forests have 

already been lost within the bowl.  Since development and continued growth are both desirable 
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and necessary for the socioeconomic well-being and sustainability of Anchorage, the loss of 

existing wetlands and wildlife corridors will likely remain an ongoing concern.  

Development isnôt the only threat to forestlands.  The potential for the introduction of invasive or 

exotic insect and plant species in addition to climate change, bark beetles, wildfire, and an 

increase in unregulated use are other issues which threaten the health and sustainability of 

Anchorageôs forests. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.  Aerial photograph of Ancho rage Bowl dated September 2004.  
(Photo courtesy of Aeromap US ).












































































































































































































































