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Four Possible 
Growth Scenarios

The following four possible scenarios for 

Anchorage’s future growth and development were 

published in a newspaper insert September 1999.  The 

scenarios described in Chapter 4 show how different 

choices about key planning issues shape future land 

use, housing, transportation, and open space.  Each 

scenario is depicted by a map inset of projected pop-

ulation growth and a generalized land use density 

map.  The "preferred scenario," which is the basis of 

the recommendations in ANCHORAGE 2020, is a blend of 

aspects from the Urban Transition and Neighborhoods 

scenarios.

Possible Choices for Anchorage’s Future.
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The Current Trends scenario continues existing 
land use policies and development trends. For the near 
future, there is no major revision of the 1982 Com-
prehensive Plan and current zoning map. Private land 
owners and developers will largely continue to deter-
mine the location, type, and pace of development.

How will Anchorage change?
Population and Economy. The Current Trends 

scenario assumes moderate economic and population 
growth. Air cargo and tourism support new jobs in 
retail trade, services, and transportation at the airport, in 
the Downtown/Ship Creek area and in Midtown. Some 
retail and service jobs follow commuters to their home 
communities in Chugiak-Eagle River and the Mat-Su 
Borough.

Land Use. Ship Creek redevelopment, a healthy 
Downtown, and a major southward expansion of the 
airport are priorities. Strip commercial construction 
continues along major arterials, particularly in South 
Anchorage. Residential subdivision development on the 
Hillside causes ongoing controversy about extension 
of water and sewer services and increases in housing 
density. As new development absorbs the vacant land 
supply, activity shifts from South Anchorage to redevel-
opment opportunities in North Anchorage. The zoning 
map becomes more out of step with the needs of growth. 
Requests for zoning revisions for higher residential den-
sities and changes in land use become more common 
and are resolved on a case-by-case basis.

Housing. As the supply of single-family lots 
shrinks, rising land prices favor small-lot subdivisions, 
development of marginal tracts, and a delayed shift 
toward multi-family housing development. Housing 
prices rise; affordable housing is scarce. Altogether, two-

thirds of new homes are 
multi-family. Most new 
single-family homes are 
in South Anchorage. 
Multi-family develop-
ment occurs where oppor-
tunity allows. Older 
mobile parks and run-
down housing are 
replaced with higher den-
sity dwellings.

Transportation. 
Land use patterns require 
extensive additions and 
upgrades to the road 
system. Residential 
growth and southward 
expansion of the airport 
require new road links 
(Bragaw/Dowling/
Raspberry) and an 
upgrade of major arterials 
(Seward Highway, east-
west arterials, Glenn Highway). Residential growth on 
the Hillside requires extensive local road improvements. 
Even with major road construction, congestion may 
worsen. Transit service stays the same or is reduced.

Open Space. Relatively low residential densities 
and loss of residential land to airport expansion and 
other non-residential uses heighten pressure to use 
undeveloped land. This limits opportunities for creation 
of new parks. Some public natural areas are developed 
for active recreation such as sports fi elds.

What do we have to do?
This scenario follows the existing Comprehensive 

Plan and zoning map. Changes are made on a case-
by-case basis at the request of developers and public 
offi cials.

What are the risks?
Land use decisions are based on short-term market 

conditions, without regard for the long-term growth 
needs and goals of the community. Development may 
make ineffi cient use of land and require additional 
public facilities and road improvements.

Land Use

Population Growth
by Area

What Will the Changes Look Like?Current Trends 
Existing Development Trends Continue 
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Neighborhoods
Neighborhoods Are Most Important

Land Use

Population Growth
by Area

What Will the Changes Look Like?

The Neighborhoods scenario regards neighbor-
hoods as the most important aspect of community life. 
Schools, community centers, local parks, and neighbor-
hood shopping districts become centers for educational, 
recreational, and social activities and local business. 
Each neighborhood has a mix of housing types.

How will Anchorage change?
Population and Economy. The overall pop-

ulation and economy in this scenario are similar to 
the Current Trends scenario, but workplaces are more 
decentralized. Each neighborhood shopping district 
supports its share of local businesses and employment.

Land Use. Neighborhood business districts 
support more commercial land uses. Downtown/
Midtown/Dimond regional centers support less. The 
airport stays inside its present boundaries and opera-
tions are managed to lessen noise, traffi c, and other 
impacts on nearby neighborhoods. This saves more land 
for residential and other uses. 

Housing. New residential growth is spread 
almost evenly between North and South Anchorage. 
Overall, the mix of new housing types (one-third single-
family, two-thirds multi-family) is similar to the Current 
Trends scenario but the geographic distribution is dif-
ferent. Each neighborhood offers a choice of housing 
types and densities, including some affordable housing. 
Higher density multi-family housing is clustered around 
numerous commercial sub-centers rather than located in 
one central area.

Transportation. Neighborhoods become more 
self-suffi cient and more pedestrian-friendly. This 
reduces overall traffi c. Continued residential growth 
in South Anchorage requires new road links (Bragaw 
Extension), upgrade of other major north-south arterials 

(New Seward, Old 
Seward), and extensive 
local road improvements. 
Less growth in North 
Anchorage than under the 
Current Trends and 
Urban Transition scenar-
ios eases traffi c congestion 
on east-west arterials.

Open Space. New 
local parks, greenbelts, 
local trails, recreational 
facilities and similar 
neighborhood amenities 
take priority over new 
regional parks and large 
recreational facilities.

What do we have 
to do?

The Comprehensive 
Plan sets thresholds for 
growth and establishes 
broad land use policies for each neighborhood, and they 
have a stronger role in local decisions. Each neighbor-
hood prepares its own detailed plan. Major revisions 
are required to the existing land use plan and zoning 
maps. Public priorities stress improvements to quality of 
neighborhood life and promote private reinvestment in 
aging residential and commercial properties.

What are the risks?
Not all neighborhoods will be receptive to this 

approach, particularly those which currently have little 
commercial development. The emphasis on neighbor-

hoods may undermine broad community goals.  Some 
neighborhoods may object to multi-family and low- or 
moderate-income housing in their area. Neighborhood 
commercial districts may not prove competitive with 
regional centers.



115Appendix

What Will the Changes Look Like?

Land Use

Population Growth
by Area

Urban Transition
Traditional Urban Center / Mixed-Use Development

The Urban Transition scenario envisions a more 
traditional urban character in Downtown, Midtown, and 
nearby neighborhoods, balanced by a more suburban/
rural neighborhood character for South Anchorage. 

How will Anchorage change?
Population and Economy. This scenario 

assumes slightly higher population and job growth than 
the Current Trends scenario. Quality of life is valued 
as a means to attract high-skill, high-wage industries. 
Support for education is stressed. This scenario would 
capitalize on Anchorage’s role as a world and statewide 
center for trade, transportation, communications, air 
cargo, high-value services, health care, fi nance, educa-
tion, and management.

Land Use. This scenario promotes more compact 
development, higher residential densities, and compat-
ible mixed uses. Residential land south of the airport 
is rezoned to allow for airport expansion.  This loss of 
residential land is offset by restoration of poorly located, 
underused industrial and commercial tracts elsewhere 
for residential use. The Hillside is developed with select 
revisions to current land use and water/sewer plans.

Housing.  About three-fourths of new homes are 
multi-family, partly in response to Anchorage’s chang-
ing population—more seniors, “empty nesters,” and 
young adults, but relatively fewer family households. 
Conservation and redevelopment of the aging housing 
stock in older neighborhoods is a priority. More multi-
family housing is built in North Anchorage where 
appropriate infrastructure exists. This relieves some 
development pressure on parts of the Hillside where 
environmental site conditions and limited public ser-
vices constrain growth.

Transportation. More compact, mixed uses 
in North Anchorage make it pedestrian-and transit-

friendly. This decreases 
vehicle use for daily trips, 
decreases need for park-
ing, and increases transit 
use. South airport expan-
sion increases the need 
for improved access via 
the Bragaw/Dowling/
Raspberry corridor. Popu-
lation and job growth in 
North Anchorage requires 
major improvements to 
heavily traveled east-west 
streets such as Northern 
Lights and Tudor Road. 
Landscaped, multi-use 
trails link major activity 
centers.

Open Space. 
Greenbelts and trails 
enhance higher density 
residential areas. More 
open space is conserved 
and regional trail extensions are developed.

What do we have to do?
The Urban Transition scenario requires extensive 

revision of the current land use plan and zoning maps. 
Public incentives and a public redevelopment agency 
are needed to leverage private investment to meet 
public goals. Public amenities, open space, and northern 
design enhance the appeal of urban living in North 
Anchorage. Public-private partnerships help provide 
attractive multi-family housing choices at various price 
levels. 

What are the risks?
Property owners and neighborhoods may object 

strongly to zoning changes. If future residents prefer a 
low-density, auto-oriented lifestyle, the transition zone 
will not attract development and this scenario will not 
succeed. In that case, public investment to encourage 
a more urban type of development will not achieve its 
goals.
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What Will the Changes Look Like?

Land Use

Population Growth
by Area

Slow Growth/Satellites
Anchorage Becomes A Workplace For The Region

The Slow Growth/Satellites scenario pursues 
slower population growth in the Anchorage Bowl to 
conserve open space and maintain Anchorage’s estab-
lished residential character and “traditional” lifestyle. 
Anchorage continues to grow as a regional workplace 
and marketplace for satellite residential communities in 
Chugiak-Eagle River and the Mat-Su Borough. Public 
initiatives aim to enhance Downtown/Midtown as an 
attractive, convenient place to work and shop.

How will Anchorage change?
Population and Economy. Population growth 

is slower than current projections for the Anchorage 
Bowl, but higher for Chugiak-Eagle River and the 
Mat-Su Borough. Downtown Anchorage is the center 
for regional employment, fi nance, trade, services, trans-
portation, and public administration for Southcentral 
Alaska and the State. Some retail trade and service 
businesses gravitate to Chugiak-Eagle River and the 
Mat-Su Borough. Commuters make up a growing share 
of Anchorage’s workforce.

Land Use. More population growth north of 
Anchorage, plus Glenn Highway improvements and 
new commuter rail service, reposition Downtown as the 
workplace and marketplace for the region. Midtown and 
the university area also grow as employment centers. 
The airport continues to develop, but within its current 
boundaries. Future residential growth is consistent with 
current zoning and subdivision regulations. New retail 
development shifts to North and Northeast Anchorage 
and to suburban areas outside the Bowl. Retail growth in 
South Anchorage slows.

Housing. Fewer new housing units are built: 
about 45 percent are single-family homes and 55 percent 
are multi-family. Homebuilders target upscale markets. 
Local housing prices rise. Most moderate-priced single-

family homes are built in 
Chugiak-Eagle River and 
the Mat-Su Borough.

Transportation. 
Glenn Highway traffi c 
levels climb as more 
people commute to work 
from Eagle River and the 
Mat-Su Borough. Traffi c 
increases on major east-
west roads in North 
Anchorage. Improve-
ments are needed at the 
Glenn/Seward inter-
change. The feasibility for 
commuter rail service 
from the Mat-Su Borough 
to Downtown is 
improved, especially if 
supported by transit ser-
vice to major work centers 
in the Bowl. Lower local 
growth also slows traffi c 
growth and limits congestion in South Anchorage.

Open Space. Major additions are made to natu-
ral open space, greenbelts, local parks, and wildlife habi-
tat. More private open space is retained to conserve the 
natural landscape.

What do we have to do?
This scenario requires public offi cials and citizens 

to accept restrictive zoning and platting regulations 
that limit the location and density of new residential 
development. Public investments in roads, parking, park 
acquisition, transit, and amenities enhance Downtown. 

Stronger growth management measures may be needed 
for Chugiak-Eagle River.

What are the risks?
This scenario diminishes the long-term capacity of 

the Anchorage Bowl to absorb future growth. Slower 
growth may discourage private investment. Anchor-
age’s economy may falter if its share of regional business 
stagnates. Development impacts are shifted to areas that 
may be less well prepared for rapid growth.
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Glossary of Terms
Accessory Dwelling Unit – A small additional living 

unit, including separate kitchen, sleeping, and bath-
room facilities, attached or detached from the primary 
residential unit.

Development – Any change to improved or unim-
proved real estate including all structures and other 
modifi cations of the natural landscape above and 
below ground or water, on a particular site.

Floor Area Ratio (FAR) – The gross fl oor area of all 
buildings or structures on a lot divided by the total lot 
area.  (FAR = total building fl oor area divided by total 
lot area).

Impact Fees – A fee imposed on a development 
to help fi nance the cost of public improvements or 
services.  Such fees may apply to any form of develop-
ment:  commercial, industrial or residential.

Infi ll – New development on unused parcels 
located within already developed areas.

Infrastructure – The facilities and services needed to 
sustain given types, levels, and patterns of land devel-
opment.  Infrastructure typically includes streets, utili-
ties, drainage systems, schools, parks, and police and 
fi re stations.

Minimum Residential Density – It is the least number 
of residential dwelling units per acre that is allowed 
within a residential use district.  It is a regulatory tool 
for assuring that urban land and urban services are 
adequately used.

Mixed Use – The development of a tract of land, 
buildings(s), or structure(s) with a variety of comple-
mentary and integrated uses such as, but not limited 
to, residential, offi ce, retail, public or entertainment, in 
a compact urban form.

Multi-Family Dwelling Unit – A residential building 
designed for or occupied by three or more families, 
with the number of families in residence not exceeding 
the number of dwelling units provided.

Multi-modal – Includes different modes of transpor-
tation such as walking, transit, carpooling, bicycling, 
and single-occupancy automobiles.

Natural Open Space – Refers to natural areas within 
the urban environment that provide fi sh, wildlife and 
plant habitats in close proximity to neighborhoods.

Neighborhood – Geographic areas unifi ed by 
shared characteristics, functional connections and spa-
tial perceptions.

Northern City Design – Refers to architectural 
and design elements that specifi cally address and/or 
enhance living in our unique northern climate with 
its distinct geography, extreme light angles, length of 
days, cold temperatures, wind, snow and ice.

Overlay Zone or District – A zoning district that may 
include or encompass one or more underlying zones 
and that imposes additional land use or design require-
ments above that required by the underlying zone.  
Overlay zones often follow certain roadways (e.g., Spe-
nard Road Overlay) or portions of downtown (e.g., 
Central Business District Overlay). 

Pedestrian – An individual who travels on foot, 
bicycle, skis, or other non-motorized form of transport.

Percent for Art – A local, state or federal program 
whereby a certain percent of a project’s total cost is 
required to fund a work of art for specifi c installation in 
the new structure.  Typically, percent for art projects are 
decided through juried competition or from solicited 
commissions. 

Public Facilities – Government-owned or -leased 
buildings, equipment, or land provided for a particular 
public purpose.  Examples of public facilities are 
schools, fi re stations, government offi ces, parks, recre-
ation facilities, sports fi elds, open space, and infrastruc-
ture.

Residential Density – The number of residential 
dwelling units permitted per acre of land.

Rural – Land development and uses which are 
characterized as predominantly low-density residen-
tial, less than one dwelling unit per acre.  These areas 
typically receive limited public services.

Single-Family Dwelling Unit – A building constructed 
on a single lot with a permanent foundation, designed 

for long-term human habitation exclusively for one 
family, having complete living facilities and constitut-
ing one dwelling unit.

Strip Commercial Development – Commercial devel-
opment characterized by its location and/or design.  It 
includes commercial development that has expanded 
in a linear manner along a street away from commer-
cial nodes.  Strip commercial also refers to individual 
developments with certain architectural and site design 
styles.  These are typically single-story malls or indi-
vidual buildings with parking and access confi gura-
tions convenient to automobiles.  Strip commercial 
design elements commonly include highly visible sig-
nage, minimal architectural detailing, parking areas 
located between the street and the stores, and limited 
pedestrian facilities.

Two-Family Dwelling Unit – A building on a single 
lot designed for or occupied exclusively by two fami-
lies and constituting two dwelling units, e.g., a duplex 
housing unit.

Under-Developed Area – Developed parcels with a 
large portion of the area in non-building uses such as 
surface parking or a storage yard, a high percentage 
of the structure(s) vacant, a low fl oor area ratio (FAR), 
or buildings which are abandoned, dilapidated, or oth-
erwise seriously limited by physical defi ciencies.

Urban – Land development of a higher density and 
intensity which is characteristically provided with ser-
vices of an urban nature (i.e., central water and sewer, 
fi re hydrants, paved roads often with curb and gutter, 
and an extensive road network).

Useable Open Space – Areas with suitable dimen-
sions to be functional for and devoted exclusively to 
active or passive recreational uses for residents of indi-
vidual subdivisions or neighborhoods.  Useable open 
space may include parkland, play fi elds, walkways, 
or natural areas, and may be communal, private or 
combinations thereof.
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APA
Public Education Award

The citizen involvement process that led to adoption of the ANCHORAGE 

2020 - ANCHORAGE BOWL COMPREHENSIVE PLAN received the 2001 Public 

Education Award from the American Planning Association.

The Comprehensive Plan process spanned more than three years.  In 

order to involve the community, the Municipality used virtually all 

media avenues available for public outreach in an effort to educate the 

citizenry about planning issues and future growth choices for Anchor-

age.

This education program facilitated community awareness of planning 

principles and the role of planning in achieving Anchorage’s vision 

for the next twenty years.  The education component of the Comprehen-

sive Plan was vital to framing Anchorage’s future and to fi nalizing the 

community’s preferred land use growth scenario.

Anchorage Receives National Award
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