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Proposed new city rules would lead to houses and businesses that are more spread out instead of 
the compact, walking-friendly town the city is aiming for, says a committee drawn from the 
development and real estate business.  
 
The rules would jack up building costs, they said, cut the value of land and likely reduce 
property tax revenues.  
 
The city adopted a comprehensive plan in 2001 and is rewriting laws to make it work. Design 
and land-use standards will cover landscaping, parking lots, the appearance of commercial and 
residential buildings, snow storage, and open space.  
 
In an unusual arrangement, the city OK'd a housing industry panel to look over some of the 
proposed new land-use and construction laws and comment on them.  
 
Though it is highly critical, the panel injected some needed reality into the planning, Mayor 
Mark Begich said Thursday. And the participating developers have made it clear they want to 
improve the existing rules to make Anchorage more attractive, he said.  
 
"That's a huge step, in my opinion," he said.  
 
The real estate committee spent $65,000 hiring experts to test the proposed code against actual 
projects and preparing a report for Begich. The group took a field trip to the Eagle River Fred 
Meyer to see how the store design measured up; they visited Seclusion Bay subdivision in South 
Anchorage, the Town Square apartments on DeBarr Road and some other developments.  
 
The city contributed $25,000 of the cost, and the task force raised the rest independently.  
 
City consultants Clarion Associates of Denver have been working on the rewrite of the land-use 
code since 2002. It could make it into law next year.  
 
The Clarion proposals call for sweeping changes. For example, subdivisions would have more 
variety in housing designs and less prominent garages, Dumpsters would be hidden from view 
and developers would need to include parks. They would also have to retain some of the old trees 
on a building site.  
 
These ideas drew almost instant fire from builders and other critics.  
 
The work the real estate task force did helped different sides to "get out of that hyperventilated 
debate" that was threatening to overpower the citywide discussion, Begich said.  
 
Here are some of the task force comments:  
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* Parks --The city should get rid of a blanket requirement that builders set aside public open 
space, or parkland.  
 
"The rewrite said developers should pay virtually all the costs of open space," said Greg Jones, a 
committee member and long-time planning consultant. "We said this is not fair and it doesn't 
meet the community needs."  
 
City parks planners have said that some parts of town have adequate parkland while other 
neighborhoods are shortchanged. The city should sell or trade its own land to buy parks in under-
served areas, the committee said.  
 
But for certain types of buildings, such as a condo development, private open space should be 
required.  
 
* Garages -- A proposal that only half of the front of a house could be a garage isn't workable, 
the builders said. Side driveways or alleys aren't practical because of costs, said Bob Petersen of 
the Petersen Group, Inc.  
 
"It's so expensive to treat a driveway so it doesn't heave," Petersen said. A big, long one is 
prohibitive, he said.  
 
And besides, with simple architectural touches such as setting the second story back from the 
first, or using interesting windows, the street view of a house can be made more attractive even 
with a garage that takes up more than half the front, he said.  
 
The code could instruct builders to choose from a list of such touches, the report said.  
 
"Certainly it's going to be more expensive than a box, but we can't continue building boxes," 
Petersen said.  
 
The committee said it should be OK if the garage covers 65 percent of the front of the building 
and 30 percent of the whole front of the house, up to the roof.  
 
* Trees -- The proposed code encourages developers to keep old trees. It regulates them based on 
canopies, or the widest circumference of the branches. Instead, it should focus on trees valued 
here, including birch and white spruce, the committee said.  
 
Landscape architect Terry Schoenthal of Land Design North, one of the committee's experts, said 
in written comments that he thinks cottonwood trees, which dump messy cotton fluff 
everywhere, are "inappropriate in an urban setting."  
 
Cottonwoods have big canopies and would probably have to be retained if developers have to 
keep a percentage of the existing canopy, Schoenthal said.  
 
Proposed requirements for open space, snow storage and some design elements would push 
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buildings apart from one another and go against the more compact, walkable style of 
development that is advocated in the comprehensive plan, the committee said.  
 
Assemblyman Allan Tesche said the details of the new code are nowhere near final but the 
developers' review will make it "a much stronger piece of legislation."  
 
The reviewers included builders and developers who are some of Anchorage's best, he said.  
 
Assemblyman Dick Tremaine said he liked that the developers came up with alternative ways to 
make big garage doors on house fronts less dominant. And he was happy to see industry 
representatives say the city needs more enforcement and more planning staff.  
 
"The caliber of the people looking at it, and the depth they looked at it -- they made a lot of good 
points," Tremaine said.  
 
City consultant Chris Duerksen of Clarion Associates said in a memo that he came away from 
meetings with the real estate committee feeling that they were making progress on a number of 
fronts, like open space and garage-dominant houses.  
 
But he had reservations too. Some developers appear to question the legitimacy of the 
Anchorage 2020 comprehensive plan, he said in a memo to the city. "I sensed an undercurrent 
that the testing process was an avenue to amending or sidestepping the plan's key elements," he 
said.  
 
"I don't think the comp plan is finished," said Greg Jones of the committee. The city needs to 
create strategies for putting it into effect, he said, and a map to tell the community how the plan 
will affect every neighborhood.  
 
Also, said Duerksen, the real estate committee didn't take into account what Duerksen believes 
will be significant cost savings due to streamlined city procedures.  
 
But that can't be proven yet, Jones said. "We have no way to judge that. It depends on who the 
staff is and what operational policies are in place."  
 
Daily News reporter Rosemary Shinohara can be reached at rshinohara@adn.com or 257-4340.  
 
DOCUMENTS AND PUBLIC COMMENTS on the Title 21 rewrite can be accessed at  
 
www.adn.com  
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