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  1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Purpose and Rationale 
The purpose of the Girdwood South Townsite Master Plan is to update and expand upon the 
Girdwood Commercial Areas and Transportation Plan (CAT Plan). Adopted by the Anchorage 
Assembly in February 2001, the CAT Plan recommended specific development strategies to 
stimulate Girdwood’s economy and improve multi-modal connections among the community’s 
disparate nodes of residential, recreational, and resort/commercial activity. This South Townsite 

Master Plan is intended to focus 
more specifically on that portion 
of the New Girdwood Townsite 
that is south of Alyeska Highway.  

Among the community 
development strategies 
recommended in the 2001 CAT 
Plan was the extension of 
Hightower Road from the 
townsite on the north side of 
Alyeska Highway across to the 
south side, which at that time was 
home to a fire station, tennis 
courts, Little Bears Playhouse 
childcare center, a baseball field, 
and the annual Forest Fair. 
Although otherwise 
undeveloped, the area from the 
highway southward was zoned 
for civic and commercial/ 
recreational uses by the 
Girdwood Area Plan, or GAP, 
adopted in 1995. There was a 
platted residential subdivision 
known as the Squirrel Cages in 
the South Townsite that pre-
dated the GAP,1 although by 
2001 only three homesites in the 
subdivision had been sold and 
the unconventional layout was no 
longer considered viable.  

In proposing to extend 
Hightower, the CAT Plan 

                                                                 
1 The Girdwood Townsite Alaska First Addition (the Squirrel Cages) was platted by the Alaska Housing Authority 
in 1965, following the 1964 Good Friday Earthquake. It was part of the State’s effort to relocate the Girdwood 
townsite away from the flooded area along Turnagain Arm further up the valley. 

Map 1.1 Girdwood South Townsite Study Area  
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envisioned a different pattern of development: a reinvigorated mixed-use “Main Street” that 
would access new, complementary commercial and mixed uses on the south side of the highway 
and provide a more effective connection between the two halves of the New Girdwood 
Townsite. It was hoped that new development enabled by the Hightower extension would 
attract more local residents and visitors to this central area, thereby helping to stimulate new 
commercial development in the languishing North Townsite and gradually helping to transform 
the entire New Girdwood Townsite area into Girdwood’s primary civic and commercial core.  

Since 2001, new developments and infrastructure improvements in the townsite vicinity suggest 
that it is timely to revisit and update the CAT plan provisions relating to the South Townsite 
and, in particular, the Main Street concept for Hightower. Among numerous recent trends and 
new developments in the area and in Girdwood generally, these are pertinent:  

• A new fire station and a new library/community meeting room have been constructed; 
an improved road to the library is needed. 

• Little Bears has developed plans for a new, larger childcare facility and is actively seeking 
a new site and funding. 

• KEUL community radio has renovated its Community Club building on the site and is 
also hoping for a better location within the study area.  

• There is concern that the Forest Fair event has outgrown its home base in California 
Creek Park and that the plan for management and staging of the festival should be 
updated. 

• Alyeska Resort changed ownership in November 2006, and the new owner comes with 
renewed energy for improvements at the resort.  

• The Crow Creek Neighborhood Plan calls for up to 710 residential units to be 
constructed along Crow Creek Road within the next 10 years. The Alyeska Resort Master 
Plan also anticipates construction of additional residential units in the Girdwood area, 
targeted primarily to a market of second-home buyers. Resort representatives gave an 
initial verbal estimate of up to 100 units. 

• Immediately adjacent to Alyeska Highway in the North Townsite, part of a $10 million 
Federal grant is funding the construction of additional parking and new sidewalks, as 
well as improvements to Crow Creek Road. These improvements will support future 
residential development in the Crow Creek neighborhood.  

• Roadway improvements on the Seward Highway have greatly eased access to Girdwood 
from Anchorage. 

• Between 2000 and 2010, the population of Girdwood has been projected to increase 
over 80 percent, while Alaska tourism continues to grow at a steady rate; both trends are 
putting more pressure on the less-developed South Townsite area as a suitable place to 
address long-term community needs for more housing, recreational facilities, and 
commercial/retail space.  

 

In response to these changes, the Municipality of Anchorage’s Heritage Land Bank has initiated 
this process to undertake a Master Plan for the Girdwood South Townsite. 
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The Study Area 
With a population of just over 1,800 in 2000, the small community of Girdwood is located about 
forty miles southeast of Anchorage on Turnagain Arm. Girdwood is home to Alyeska Resort, 
Alaska's largest developed ski area, and is strategically located in the major tourist corridor 
between Anchorage and the cruise ship ports of Seward and Whittier.  

The Girdwood South Townsite study area, located south of the Alyeska Highway between the 
junctions of Hightower Road and Girdwood Place, measures approximately 200 acres in extent. 
The study area boundaries are Alyeska Highway on the north, Ruane Road to the south, 
California Creek on the west and Glacier Creek on the east. The study area is about a third of a 
mile wide at its widest extent between the creeks and slightly more than a mile long from north 
to south. Approximately half of the site is zoned open space (90 acres), with the remainder 
zoned Commercial/Recreation (65 acres), Commercial/Institutional and Parks (37 acres), and 
Parks and Public Institutions (5 acres). For a detailed description of the zoning and land uses in 
the study area, please refer to Chapter 4. 

 

 

Land Ownership and the Heritage Land Bank 
With the exception of three small platted homesites in the Squirrel Cages, the study area is 
owned entirely by the Municipality of Anchorage, with the Heritage Land Bank (HLB), a 
division of the Municipality, having management authority over the majority of the area. (The 
land under the fire station, the new library, and park facilities is managed by other MOA 
departments.) Unless the three privately-owned lots are repurchased by HLB, any future 
development plan for the South Townsite area will be required to maintain legal access to them 
(See Map 4.1 Zoning and Land Ownership).  

The mission of the Heritage Land Bank is “to manage uncommitted municipal land and the 
Heritage Land Bank Fund in a manner designed to benefit the present and future citizens of 
Anchorage, promote orderly development, and achieve the goals of the Comprehensive Plan.”2 
HLB achieves this mission by inventorying and managing HLB lands and resources to benefit a 
variety of municipal purposes. The inventory includes residential, commercial, industrial, open 
space and recreational areas.  

HLB’s mission is not necessarily revenue-driven; if a project is found to be in the best interest of 
the Municipality by the Mayor and Assembly, a below-market lease or sale may be provided to a 
non-profit or governmental lessee or purchaser. HLB’s long-term intent is to help foster a 
strong community. As an example of its responsiveness to community needs, HLB is working 
with Little Bears on a below-market lease that will assist the childcare center in locating a new 
facility somewhere in the South Townsite.  

Physical Constraints  
The South Townsite area is mostly flat bottomland that is partly forested with thick stands of 
cottonwood. As in all of Girdwood, thin soils, a high water table, and drainage issues will present 
development challenges. More importantly, the site exhibits a variety of significant 
environmental constraints related to the creeks on the site’s east and west sides. Delineated 
                                                                 
2 Heritage Land Bank website: http://www.muni.org/hlb/  
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wetlands, floodways, and floodplains cover over half the site. With seasonally high flows, 
constantly shifting channel beds and eroding banks, Glacier and California Creeks subject a large 
portion of the study area to periodic flood hazards. The only land uses allowed by the 
Anchorage Municipal Code (Title 21) in flood hazard districts are parks and playgrounds, 
although built structures may be allowed in these areas if they meet requirements to minimize 
damage from flooding. Of the estimated total site area of 186 acres, only about 100 acres – a 
little more than 50% of the site – is deemed suitable for development. This includes 83 acres 
within the 100-year floodplains of both creeks. For a more detailed description of physical 
conditions in the study area, see Chapter 3 (See Maps 3.3 Environmental Constraints and 3.4 
Potential Development Area).  

Planning and Regulatory Context 
Title 21, Chapter 9 of the Anchorage Municipal Code, which applies specifically to Girdwood, 
describes allowed land uses and development standards in the zones designated in the South 
Townsite study area.   This document fulfills the requirements of Chapter 21.09.030E. (Area 
Master Planning) of the Anchorage Municipal Code (AMC).  AMC 21.09 includes Girdwood 
specific land use regulations and guidelines intended to implement Girdwood Area Plan (GAP) 
elements and to preserve and enhance the distinctive mountain-resort character and the local 
natural environment.  Discrete sections of the Chapter 21.09 regulations exist to meet these 
goals, including Section 21.09.030, which outlines administrative and review procedures and 
requirements.  Item E. of that section covers the Area Master Planning process, which is 
intended to facilitate the planned development of large tracts of land under unified ownership 
prior to subdivision or development.  The Area Master Plan establishes the general arrangement 
of land uses, circulation and infrastructure.  It is meant to be the basis upon which subsequent 
subdivision, public infrastructure improvements, and private development projects are made.  

While the GAP and the Commercial Areas and Transportation Master Plan (CAT) delineate 
basic land uses for the South Townsite, this Area Master Plan serves as a bridge between these 
general land use areas and future site-specific development plans and details.  An Area Master 
Plan is intended to provide the next level of planning and development guidance of this area.  
Within the context of AMC 21.09, this Area Master Plan provides guidance over future 
development plans, that is, subdivision and development plans must be based on and follow the 
land uses, public improvements, and design elements outlined in the document.   More detailed 
regulatory requirements and review procedures for this study area ultimately rest with applicable 
specific standards of Chapter 21.09, as presented in the zoning district section (21.09.040), the 
use regulations (21.09.050), dimensional standards (21.09.060), site development and design 
standards (21.09.070), and building standards (21.09.080).   
 
Certain zoning districts in Girdwood require additional specificity for planning actions.  This 
detail is outlined with purpose and intent statements and standards in the Development Master 
Plan section (AMC 21.09.030F.).  The intent of a Development Master Plan is to ensure that 
future development in such areas will meet or exceed the Chapter Nine standards.  Planned 
developments in these zoning districts must establish specific and detailed items in each master 
plan with review and approval by the Planning and Zoning Commission.  This code section 
applies to the southern portion of the South Townsite planning area, which is zoned GCR-1 and 
included as Phase 3 in the master plan.  As per action by the Planning and Zoning Commission, 
a Development Master Plan will also be required for development in Phase 2.   
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Among the provisions in Title 21.09 that will affect development in the South Townsite are 
standards for streets and parking, pedestrian circulation, and building height and design. 
Provisions relating to parking for non-residential uses allow some flexibility in locating off-site 
parking for commercial development, and there may be some flexibility as well in the calculation 
of required parking quantities, depending upon the mix of uses and proximity to alternate modes 
of transportation. (See Chapter 4 for more detail on relevant zoning standards and design 
guidelines.) 

Municipal standards and fire codes typically require new developments to have multiple access 
points to provide emergency access and connectivity. Of particular significance to future 
development in the South Townsite is a provision in Title 21.09 that limits the length of cul-de-
sac streets to a maximum of 450 feet (21.09.070F.6.b.i.). By code, proposed streets longer than 
450 feet must be connected to a second access road. The options for a second access into the 
South Townsite are limited: the existing platted right-of-way that extends from Glacier Creek 
Drive west to Alyeska Highway would have to cross large wetlands on both sides of California 
Creek; a mile-long road extending lengthwise through the site to Ruane Road could be equally 
cost-prohibitive. Obtaining a variance from the standard is unlikely. 

The layout of streets in the study area must also adhere to applicable fire codes. The fire code 
requirement for a second access point is triggered by the quantity and size of development. Two 
access roads that can accommodate fire trucks are needed if development exceeds specified 
thresholds (buildings over thirty feet in height, developments larger than 62,000 square feet, 
more than thirty single-family or duplex units, or more than 100 multi-family residential units). 
These thresholds may be higher in developments that are equipped with sprinklers. However, 
the secondary access can be a low-impact, 20 to 26-foot wide unpaved road, more like a 
driveway than a road constructed to Municipal collector standards. Because the area is outside 
the Municipality of Anchorage building permit zone, the State Fire Marshall reviews land use 
plans in Girdwood. The Fire Marshall can allow development today if there is a reasonably firm 
commitment to a secondary access road in the future. 

Project Process 
In mid-2007, the Heritage Land Bank selected a team of consultants led by Agnew::Beck 
Consulting, a community planning and development firm in Anchorage to lead the planning 
process for the Girdwood South Townsite Master Plan. Team members include The Boutet 
Company, responsible for assessing environmental, infrastructure and engineering issues and 
constraints; Sherry Dorward Landscape Architecture, a Colorado-based specialist in resort 
community planning who led the CAT Plan process; and the Anchorage office of HDR Alaska 
Inc., an engineering firm currently involved in planning roadway improvements in Girdwood. 
Through an intensive public process, the planning team has worked closely with a subcommittee 
of Girdwood residents, as well as with interested Girdwood individuals, representatives of the 
Heritage Land Bank, and various departments of the Municipality of Anchorage in order to 
achieve the support and consensus that will move the plan forward to adoption and 
implementation.  

Townsite Subcommittee 

At the planning team’s request, a Townsite Subcommittee was created in September 2007 to 
provide broad representation from many different community perspectives, including residents 
near the study area, business owners, developers, and related interests. Members included: 
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Bill Chadwick, Girdwood Fire Chief 
Larry Daniels, Alyeska Resort 
Sam Daniels 
Kerry Dorius, Girdwood Clinic 
John Gallup, Girdwood Board of Supervisors 
Sue Kennedy 
Jonnie Lazarus, Girdwood Parks and Recreation 
Lewis Leonard, Girdwood Community Club/KEUL radio 
Phil Livingston 
Diana Stone Livingston, Subcommittee Chair 
Steve Mendonsa 
Cece Mendonsa 
Tommy O'Malley, Girdwood Forest Fair Committee 
Kathy Recken 
Jerry Reichlin, Land Use Committee Chair 
Alison Rein, US Forest Service 
Jake Thompson, Girdwood Board of Supervisors 
Tom Yeager, Girdwood Area Plan Rewrite Subcommittee 
Karen Zaccaro, Little Bears Playhouse childcare center 

 

The Townsite Subcommittee, in coordination with the Girdwood Board of Supervisors and 
Land Use Committee, has acted as a citizen advisory body throughout the planning process. To 
date, four subcommittee meetings, open to the public, have been held (October 16, 2007; 
January 9, February 20, and March 25, 2008).  

Phase 1 – Research and Information Gathering 

The planning team initiated the Girdwood South Townsite Master Plan process in the fall of 
2007 by assembling an overview of past planning documents and projects in progress, compiling 
information regarding land use and market trends in the Girdwood valley, and preparing 
environmental maps and data on the project area.  

During this initial phase, informal interviews were conducted with specific stakeholders, 
including representatives from Alyeska Resort, the US Forest Service (specifically in regard to 
the Iditarod Trail), businesses located in the study area, and other individuals with knowledge 
about current and proposed projects. The Municipality of Anchorage Mayor’s Office, 
Department of Project Management and Engineering (PM&E), and the Planning Department 
were also consulted. Information from these interviews was used to build knowledge of the area 
and begin to identify community issues and priorities.  

The first of two public work sessions was held on 
November 1-3, 2007, during which time the planning team 
worked with the community at large to share information 
about site conditions, solicit input on key issues and 
community priorities, and brainstorm ideas for the plan. 
The sessions began with an open house presentation and 
group discussion on November 1, 2007 to review 
environmental issues, existing and desired land uses, and 
options for road alignments. On the following day, the 
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planning team held an informal work session with representatives of current and proposed 
institutional uses in the area, including the Fire Chief, representatives of Little Bears, the 
Anchorage School District, members of the Forest Fair Committee, the Municipality of 
Anchorage Parks Department, representatives of the Girdwood Community Club and the 
proposed new charter school. The workshop wrapped up on November 3 with a guided field 
trip in the study area and the presentation and refinement of two draft conceptual plan sketches 
that reflected the input of the Girdwood community over the three-day workshop. (See Chapter 
7, Evolution of the Plan, for these conceptual sketch alternatives.) 

This first workshop saw broad agreement among community members on the concept of linking 
the North and South Townsite areas, consistent with recommendations in the CAT Plan. 
Participants also generally agreed that development in the South Townsite area should focus on 
a mix of institutional, civic, and commercial uses clustered toward the northern portion of the 
site, transitioning to residential, recreational and open space uses in the southern half, where 
physical conditions pose greater constraints. Items of immediate priority were the designation of 
a new location for Little Bears Playhouse childcare center and a decision on the routing of an 
improved road to the library. (See appendices for minutes from this and other public meetings.)  

The November sessions also identified a number of issues to be addressed in order to move 
forward with any scenario for change, primary among them:  

• Uncertainty about the requirement for a second access road and the feasibility of a 
proposed alternate route from the Girdwood Place intersection with Alyeska Highway 
that would encroach into the 200-foot California Creek easement. 

• Reluctance to support the displacement of existing uses unless a site for their relocation 
is designated and questions about how their relocation would be funded are addressed 
before the existing facilities are removed. Of specific concern were the tennis courts, 
Glacier City Hall, the ball field, Forest Fair pavilions, the skateboard park, and the 
community-built playground. Many participants felt that the skateboard park and the 
playground should be left in their current locations under any development scenario. 

• Uncertainty as to whether the land along the Alyeska Highway, currently zoned as Parks 
and Public Institutions, can be developed for other uses. 

• Inability to project with any certainty the amount of new commercial space likely to be 
needed in Girdwood in the near- and long-term. 

Phase 2 – Conceptual Alternatives 
and Selection of a Preferred 
Alternative 

In the second phase, the planning team 
developed a set of conceptual plan 
alternatives based on environmental data, 
community input, and general direction 
outlined in previously adopted municipal 
planning documents. During the first 
three months of 2008, these alternatives 
were reviewed with the Townsite 
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Subcommittee and the general public in an effort to identify their preferred strategies and 
approaches. This phase was an iterative process, during which alternatives were reviewed and 
revised several times until some consensus could be reached on the general outlines of a 
preferred alternative.  

A second public workshop was held on May 7, 2008 to review the draft plan. Participants at that 
meeting were in general agreement with the major components of the plan as presented:  

 The “Main Street” concept for small-scale mixed-use civic and commercial 
development on both sides of Egloff Drive,3 including a “landmark” commercial 
building at the corner of Egloff Drive and Alyeska Highway; 

 The re-routing of Egloff Drive to the west side of the new library; 

 The relocation of Little Bears to a site on the west side of the Egloff Drive 
extension to the new library; 

 The inclusion of moderately priced market-rate housing, probably in a later phase 
of development; 

 The permanent retention of certain existing community facilities (e.g., skate park, 
kids playground, park pavilions) in their current location and the temporary 
retention of other park and recreation facilities (e.g., ball field, tennis courts) in 
their current location until new sites for them can be developed; 

 The preservation of a corridor for the Iditarod Trail in the Glacier Creek setback; 

 Strategies to minimize the impact of a possible new second access road into the 
South Townsite. 

Phase 3 - Formal Review 

Following the second public workshop, 
revisions will again be made and a final 
draft of the master plan will be prepared 
for review by the Townsite 
Subcommittee, Heritage Land Bank 
officials, other Municipality of 
Anchorage departments, and the general 
public. The revised draft will be posted 
to the project website, along with 
regular updates about the plan. 

The final document will then go 
through a formal approval process that 
includes sequential review by:  

                                                                 
3 Note: Hightower Road provides the main street for the North Townsite. Where it intersects Alyeska Highway, the 
roadway continues south through the South Townsite as Egloff Drive. This document will refer to the road in the 
South Townsite as Egloff Drive, although some plans and maps may refer to it as an extension of Hightower Road. 
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 The Girdwood Board of Supervisors Land Use Committee, 

 The Girdwood Board of Supervisors, 

 The Heritage Land Bank Advisory Commission, 

 The Municipality of Anchorage Planning and Zoning Commission. 

Once approved by the Planning and Zoning Commission and the Anchorage Assembly, the plan 
will become an adopted, official Municipal planning document for the area. 

Public Outreach Efforts 

Public workshops for the Girdwood South Townsite 
Master Plan have been advertised in the Turnagain Times 
and the community calendars of the Anchorage Press and 
the Anchorage Daily News, on posters and flyers that 
Subcommittee members helped post throughout 
Girdwood, and announced on local radio station KEUL 
88.9. A project webpage has been maintained throughout 
the planning process at www.agnewbeck.com to provide 
project updates, meeting notes, draft materials, and a 
schedule of project-related events. Postcards announcing 
the second community workshop were sent to a list of 
approximately 2,000 Girdwood residents and landowners. 
Townsite Subcommittee members also emailed, called 
and personally talked with other residents about the plan. 
Announcements were made at Girdwood Board of 
Supervisors meetings, which are also broadcast on the 
radio. 
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Fundamental Project Goals 
Early in the planning process, the planning team, Townsite Subcommittee, and community 
participants outlined a set of general project goals to provide broad direction for the plan and a 
basis for evaluating alternative future uses. There is a strong community consensus that the 
desired outcomes of the Master Plan should be to: 

 Maintain the heart of Girdwood in the New Girdwood Townsite – both north and 
south sides – as the active, vital and connected center of Girdwood community life. 

 Integrate the north and south sides of the townsite by making Hightower Road/Egloff 
Drive an attractive "main street" on both sides of Alyeska Highway and, working with the 
community and the Alaska Department of Transportation & Public Facilities (ADOT&PF), 
by calming traffic on the highway to reduce its divisive impacts.  

 Create a compact mixed-use village center where residents and visitors can work, live 
and play, find goods and services, and meet friends and neighbors. 

 Retain important community uses in the South Townsite: if existing civic uses shift 
locations, provide for new locations and facilities equal to or better than what exists 
today. 

 Retain Girdwood’s small-town character and encourage development with a “light 
touch” – Preserve ample open space, good views, inviting walking areas and buildings 
scaled to achieve a pleasant pedestrian environment and to preserve views; natural 
features and people should predominate over pavement and parking.  

 Provide for both near-term and long-term change – Resolve near-term needs (a library 
access road and a new site for Little Bears), clarify the circulation network as a 
supportive framework for future development, and identify a general arrangement of 
civic, commercial and residential uses that can be reasonably phased in the future as 
demand for these becomes clearer and funding becomes available.  



Girdwood South Townsite Master Plan FINAL  EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 1.11 

Figure 1.1 
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Summary of Plan Recommendations 

1. Create a Main Street. 

The Library requires a paved road from Alyeska Highway 
for access. Sufficient funding is potentially available to the 
Municipality to complete this project if construction occurs 
by 2009. The master plan recommends that Hightower be 
extended for library access and routed around the west side 
of the building (the route identified in the CAT Plan), 
which will necessitate some reconfiguration of the current 
site plan for library parking. The benefit of this alignment is 
that, in addition to providing access to the library, it 
establishes the framework for a walkable, attractive Main 
Street environment, with civic and commercial buildings on 
both sides. This in turn supports the goals of helping to 
link the north and south sides of the New Girdwood 
Townsite. It also avoids vehicular intrusion into the Glacier 
Creek corridor, permits an unimpeded pedestrian 
connection between the library and the creekside open 
space, and leaves more room for an improved Iditarod trail. 

 

2. Retain the kids’ playground and skateboard park in their existing locations. 

The skateboard park and kids’ playground are 
centrally located in the community, visible from 
the highway, accessible, safe and well used by 
children in a wide range of ages. These two 
amenities for kids were hand-built by the 
community and are viewed with great affection. 
In view of their value to the community, this plan 
recommends keeping them in their current 
locations, where they form the core of a kids’ 
recreational zone and can contribute to the vitality 
of future development in a mixed-use South 
Townsite.  

3. Identify a new location for Little Bears. 

Little Bears Playhouse childcare center is an institution in Girdwood. However, the existing 
Little Bears building is undersized and in poor condition. The group that operates the facility has 
been working with the Municipality to reserve land and raise money to fund a new building. 
Their goal is to design and construct a new Little Bears facility that is ready for move-in by the 
end of 2009. Confirmation of a specific site for the new building is a prerequisite to proceeding 
with the project and acquiring needed funds. 
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The master plan recommends relocating Little Bears to a site 
west or southwest of the skateboard park and kids’ 
playground. Little Bears’ staff members support this location 
because it has a good functional relationship to the existing 
kids’ recreational facilities and can be as easily accessed by 
car as the current site. Further discussion needs to occur in 
order to define the precise location for the new building, as 
the zoning code may not include such facilities as a 
permitted use in areas zoned as parkland.  

Access to the  Little Bears Playhouse childcare center would 
be provided from a small access road off the extension of 

Hightower Road. Alternatively, access could be provided by a short drive extending to Little 
Bears from the intersection of Girdwood Place and the Alyeska Highway.  

4. Improve the venue for Forest Fair. 

The annual Forest Fair has long been a treasured 
highlight of life in Girdwood. In recent years, however, 
Forest Fair attendance and associated problems (illegal 
camping, inadequate parking, disruption of local life) 
have steadily grown. The Forest Fair Committee, many 
people in the community, the Parks and Recreation 
Department, and the Heritage Land Bank have all been 
questioning if and how the Forest Fair should continue. 
The objective of this plan is to support the community 
as it works to find ways to improve the Forest Fair and 
make it a better fit with community needs.  

The plan recommends that, in the near term, the event 
venue and both pavilions remain where they are today. 
However, it envisions a phased relocation of event 
activities to the southern portion of the study area, where there is more space to accommodate 
the event and better potential to develop greatly improved parking, support facilities, and 
systems to control access into the event.  

5. Protect and improve the Iditarod Trail. 

The Iditarod Trail is an important recreational and historic 
resource that passes through the South Townsite area. The 
Heritage Land Bank has an agreement with the US Forest 
Service, which manages the trail, to reserve a route for the 
Iditarod Trail. This master plan indicates the trail generally 
where it is today, within the 200-foot Glacier Creek setback 
on the west side of the creek approximately 100 feet from 
the banks; a more specific alignment will need to be field-
located. The goal is to locate the trail so that it will not be at 
risk of damage from shifting creek channels, but close 
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enough to provide users with views of and contact with the water. It is also intended that the 
trail provide attractive pedestrian access to destinations throughout the study area. 

6. Provide for a flexible mix of future civic and commercial uses. 

Both the Girdwood Area Plan and the CAT Plan identify the entire New Girdwood Townsite as 
the preferred location in Girdwood for local-serving commercial development. This central node 
offers several benefits:  

 The combination of new commercial and civic uses helps anchor the townsite and 
increases the potential that this area will become the true heart of Girdwood. 

 Concentrated commercial development in the South Townsite is preferred to 
development dispersed in other parts of the community, such as along the Seward 
Highway, because this central location can be reached relatively easily without a car and 
can become a convenient hub for local transit service.  

 Commercial uses in this location would complement the visitor-serving retail that will 
concentrate at the resort. 

The South Townsite master plan recommends that the northernmost portion of the study area 
be used for a well-planned mix of commercial and civic activities, as shown in the illustrative site 
plan. The configuration of narrow platted lots in the North Townsite makes this type of 
development unfeasible there. Because the timing of development will be driven by market 
demand, the near-term intent of this master plan is simply to ensure that space is reserved in the 

South Townsite to accommodate the eventual 
expansion of commercial activity in a coordinated 
way as demand warrants.  

It is further recommended that commercial 
development focus on local-serving uses not 
currently available in Girdwood. A particular goal is 
to provide space for a grocery store of about 
15,000 square feet (approximately the size of New 
Sagaya’s City Market in Anchorage) and associated 
retail services, such as a bank, small hardware store 
or dry cleaners. Developments that have retail or 
civic uses on the ground floor and civic, housing, 
or office uses on upper floors are encouraged. The 
plan also recommends that the site at the corner of 
Egloff and Alyeska Highway be used for the 
development of a commercial building as a 
landmark at that highly visible location between the 
North and South Townsite areas.  

Development standards specific to this area are recommended to allow flexibility in the type and 
mix of uses without compromising the desired character of the mixed-use district. These 
standards should include a mandate for modestly sized structures, pedestrian amenities, a 
requirement that buildings present an attractive façade to the street, and a maximum building 
setback intended to preserve desired spatial relationships between buildings and the street. 
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7. Provide required access routes through the South Townsite. 

In part to make recommended development 
affordable, the master plan recommends a 
phased approach to the building of roads in the 
South Townsite. The extension of Hightower 
will accomplish the immediate objectives of 
providing access to the new library, the 
relocated Little Bears, and first-phase 
commercial and civic developments. In the 
initial phase of development, this can be done 
without triggering the need for the second 
access road that will eventually be required by 
fire codes and the limitation on the length of 
cul-de-sac streets. In subsequent phases, as 
Girdwood’s population increases, the extension 
of roads and infrastructure can proceed in step 
with  evolving market demand. At the point 
when the amount of development warrants the 
second access, a new connecting road is 
recommended from Girdwood Place, at the 
southwest corner of the North Townsite. From 
there, a “linked ladder” pattern is 
recommended in which each successive phase 
of development triggers an extension of the 
two north-south collector roads, with a new 
cross-street connection around each new 
development area (See Map 9.1 Full Site 
Phasing). 

8. Provide adequate parking to support new development. 

A primary project objective is to provide the right 
amount of parking: enough to support the 
requirements at each stage of development for 
civic, commercial and other activities, but not more 
than is reasonably needed. Finding this balance 
point will allow for businesses to be successful 
while maintaining green space and ensuring the area 
is a good place to get around without a car.  

Development in the South Townsite will be 
required to adhere to the parking standards set 
forth in Title 21.9. The existing parking code 
requires four spaces per 1000 square feet of 
commercial space, which includes most civic uses, 
and slightly less than that for certain office uses. As 
part of the implementation process associated with 
this plan, the Municipality will recommend changes 
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in Chapter 9 of Title 21 that would allow for reductions in parking requirements when certain 
standards are met. With a long-term master plan that encourages on-street parking, shared 
parking among complementary uses, alternative modes of circulation (including public transit), 
and residential neighborhoods within walking distance, the off-street parking requirement could 
be reduced by an estimated 10-30 percent. However, parking plans must also take into account 
the probability that a certain number of spaces will be lost to snow storage in winter. 

In addition to general parking associated with commercial, civic and residential uses within the 
South Townsite, the Girdwood Fire Department will need 40 dedicated parking spaces for 
volunteer firefighters. These spaces are to be located near the fire station but not along the 
access route used by the fire trucks. 

To achieve an appealing pedestrian environment and preserve the natural feel of the Girdwood 
valley, extra effort must be made in the South Townsite to limit the visual intrusion of cars and 
parking. In each development phase, techniques to locate parking lots behind buildings that 
front the street, to screen parking lots with landscaping, and to distribute parking areas in smaller 
lots throughout the core area are strongly encouraged. On-street parking in the rights-of-way 
along new interior streets, in the style of small town main streets, is endorsed as an effective 
means to augment the parking supply without relying entirely on parking lots.  

Overall, the master plan recommends that each development phase be carefully evaluated to 
balance its proposed layout and density with the visual impact of its required parking on the 
desired small-town character of the core area. As the South Townsite is built out, it will be 
critically important that the layout of parking proposed for each successive phase of 
development is seamlessly connected to the network of circulation and parking constructed in 
the previous phases. 

9. Provide a range of moderately 
priced housing. 

Girdwood is an attractive small town and 
a resort community surrounded by public 
land. As in many other resort 
communities, privately owned developable 
land is a scarce commodity. Girdwood, 
like the others, has experienced rapid and 
dramatic increases in housing prices and a 
consequent shortage of housing options 
available to local residents. The South 
Townsite area, with its level, buildable 
terrain and good access, offers a 

particularly good location for moderately priced housing. Housing in this location offers the 
benefit of proximity to stores, restaurants and services, and residents’ spending will help to 
support those businesses. 

The master plan recommends a modest number of residential units (30-80 units) at moderate 
densities (6-14 units per acre). This implies a focus on duplexes and triplexes, cottage-style, 
single-family detached homes on land held in common and small multifamily structures (4-8 unit 
buildings). The overall objective of the master plan is to offer small market-rate residences that 
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are within the reach of people of modest incomes, particularly local employees. Depending on 
the timing of new civic and commercial development and the build-out of roads and 
infrastructure, this housing would likely be offered in the third phase of the project in a location 
south of the existing baseball field. In addition, the plan recommends reserving the option for 
housing above commercial uses along Hightower in the first and/or second phases of the 
project. Finally, the issue of the appropriate amount of housing in the area will be revisited for 
the southern portions of the project area (Phase 4). This area is not likely to be served by roads 
and therefore be developable for a number of years. Conditions and most appropriate uses will 
need to be re-evaluated at that time (For more information, see Chapter 8). 

10. Create development standards specific to the South Townsite. 

Over the course of the project there has been general 
agreement that future development in the Girdwood 
core needs to maintain the community’s low-key 
small-town character, including access to open space, 
trees, views and community landmarks. The ultimate 
success of development will be strongly affected by 
the character of what is built – parking, streetscape, 
and landscaping as well as buildings. 

Title 21, Chapter 9 sets out a general framework for 
maintaining Girdwood’s small-town mountain 
character, but the strict application of Municipal 
standards for road widths, road surfaces, parking, and 
setbacks could work against this goal. Standards that 
apply specifically to the South Townsite area may be 
necessary to encourage these desired development patterns: 

 A pedestrian-oriented environment where a mixture of uses can be concentrated without 
overwhelming the natural character of the site. 

 Buildings that respond to Girdwood’s natural setting and climate and that are modest in 
scale, comparable to existing commercial structures in the North Townsite. (An 
exception could be made to accommodate a grocery store and its associated uses.) 

 Civic and commercial buildings that help define an attractive main street setting where 
locals and visitors have a variety of places to congregate year-round. 

 Roads and streetscape scaled to the character of a small community, not an urban 
downtown. 

 Connective multi-modal infrastructure (trails, bike paths, weather-sheltered sidewalks, 
shuttle bus stops, etc) that helps to unify the entire townsite area by means other than 
autos. 
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11. Calm traffic on Alyeska Highway. 

With Hightower envisioned as the new north-
south spine in a fully developed town center on 
both sides of Alyeska Highway, it is clear that 
taming traffic on the highway will be essential to 
achieve greater connectivity between the two 
halves of the townsite. As development in the 
South Townsite proceeds, highway 
improvements will be urgently needed so that 
crossing the road is made safer for local cars, 
bicyclists and pedestrians, while at the same 
time the highway can continue to serve as a 
primary access route to the resort and other up-
valley developments.  

Alyeska Highway improvements are not within the scope of this project, but the master planning 
team considers it essential that a collaborative planning process be initiated as soon as possible. 
The master plan recommends that representatives from the Municipality, HLB, the Girdwood 
Board of Supervisors Land Use Committee, and Alaska DOT meet to review the emerging plan 
for the South Townsite and to begin scoping issues and basic goals. 

Options for specific action steps could include: 

 Reduce speeds – the current posted speed limit is 45mph, lowering to 35mph around 
the current townsite area. This speed limit should be reduced to 25mph from Crow 
Creek Road through the townsite. 

 Consider a pedestrian underpass. 

 Install features that convey to drivers the clear need to slow down: medians with 
landscaping and boulders, a narrower road profile, textured crosswalks, or a 
roundabout. These strategies are preferable to approaches that leave the road 
essentially as it is today, relying only on the addition of flashing lights, signage, painted 
crosswalks and reduced speed limits. 

 Add signage, public art, special light fixtures or other features that let people know they 
have arrived in the heart of Girdwood and to create a stronger sense of entry and 
community identity. 


