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4. ZONING AND LAND USES 

Land Ownership 
The Girdwood Townsite First Addition was surveyed by the Alaska Housing Authority in June 
of 1965 following the Good Friday Earthquake in 1964. It includes the areas known as the 
North and South Townsites and the Squirrel Cages. The survey was part of the State’s effort to 
relocate Girdwood’s townsite further up the valley, away from the flooded area along Turnagain 
Arm. The plat was recorded by the State of Alaska in July of 1966. 

The State of Alaska transferred ownership of the newly platted area to the City of Girdwood in 
1966. Then, in 1972, the land was transferred to the Greater Anchorage Area Borough. All this 
land became part of the Municipality of Anchorage when the City of Anchorage and the Greater 
Anchorage Area Borough incorporated as a first-class city in 1975.  

With the exception of three privately-owned residential homesites in the Squirrel Cages, the 
study area is owned entirely by the Municipality of Anchorage, with the Heritage Land Bank 
having management authority of the majority of the area.1 Unless the three lots are repurchased 
by HLB, any future development in the South Townsite will be required to maintain legal access 
to them. 

                                                                 
1 The Girdwood Fire Department manages the land under the library and Fire Department facilities, the Parks 
Department manages the parks that are located in the study area, and the HLB manages all other land within the 
study area. 
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Map 4.1 Existing Conditions Review – Zoning and Land Ownership 
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Zoning Designations 
Four zone districts are currently designated in the South Townsite area (See Map 4.1 Zoning and 
Land Ownership). Allowable uses and applicable development standards in each of these 
districts are described in detail in Title 21.09, the Girdwood section of the Anchorage Municipal 
Land Use Code. The four zoning districts in the study area are: GCR-1 Girdwood Commercial 
Recreation, GC-5 Girdwood Commercial, GPI-p Girdwood Public and Institutional Lands and 
Parks, and GOS Girdwood Open Space. 

GCR-1 – Girdwood Commercial Recreation 

The original intent of GCR-1 zoning was to allow development of a golf course and facilities 
normally associated with a golf course. Other possible uses include nordic ski trails, campground 
or RV park and other activities related to commercial recreational development. Residential 
development may also occur as a secondary use, related to recreational activities in the area. The 
corollary intent of this zoning designation is to maintain scenic and natural beauty and to ensure 
that development impacts are minimized.  

The South Townsite area zoned GCR-1 is located in the southern section of the study area and 
totals approximately 65 acres. Of this total area, approximately 14 acres are developable: they lie 
outside the 100-year floodplain and contain no wetlands. An additional 25 acres are located 
within the 100-year floodplain but could potentially be developed at additional cost and risk. 
Including the area within the 100-year floodplain, a little over half of the land in this zone, 
approximately 39 acres, could be developed for the uses allowed by code.  

GC-5 – Girdwood Commercial 

In the central section of the study area, 37 acres are zoned GC-5. These are intended primarily 
for commercial development; however, residential and recreational uses are also allowed in this 
zone, and both the Girdwood Area Plan and the CAT Plan considered these multiple uses 
important to the vitality of the New Girdwood Townsite area. No commercial uses currently 
exist in the portion the South Townsite zoned GC-5, but the intent of this zoning designation is 
to encourage a blend of commercial, institutional and recreational uses that will, over time, 
anchor an active mixed-use core area. Of the total area zoned GC-5, approximately 22 acres are 
outside the creek easements and are free of environmental constraints. 

GIP, GIP(-p) – Public Lands and Institutional Lands and Parks 

The northernmost part of the study area consists of about five acres adjacent to the Alyeska 
Highway and is zoned GIP(-p), which applies to parks and public institutions. All of the 
property in this area is owned by the Municipality of Anchorage and managed by the MOA 
Parks and Recreation Department. All of the uses currently on this parcel are recreational 
facilities: the tennis courts, skateboard park, and children’s playground. 

GOS – Girdwood Open Space 

All of the remaining land in the South Townsite study area is zoned GOS, applying to areas that 
are wetlands, in the floodway, or within the 200-foot Glacier Creek and California Creek 
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easements. The code allows the boundary of the zone to be moved, but the total acreage zoned 
open space within the study area cannot be reduced. 

 
Existing Land Uses 
The majority of the study area is undeveloped. Most of the developed parcels are situated close 
to Alyeska Highway and accessed from Egloff Drive.2 The study area contains three privately-
owned residential homesites, two of which have structures on them. With that exception, the 
developed parcels are all owned by the Municipality of Anchorage (MOA) and managed either 
by the Heritage Land Bank, Anchorage Fire and Rescue, the Anchorage Parks and Recreation 
Department or Anchorage Municipal Libraries. The built facilities in this area include Glacier 
City Hall, Little Bears Playhouse childcare center, the Girdwood Fire Station, and the newly 
completed Girdwood Library and Community Room. 

Existing Parks and Recreational Uses 

There are several constructed recreation facilities in California Creek Park: the kids’ playground, 
the baseball field, skateboard park, and tennis courts. California Creek Park contains the Marlow 
and Nissman Pavilions.  

California Creek Park is “…located off the Alyeska Highway, next to Girdwood Park. It was 
established in 1966 and dedicated in 1990, and is the location of the annual Forest Fair held on 
the first weekend in July. The 12.53-acre site includes land on both sides of California Creek. 
Amenities include pathways, some playground equipment and a covered pavilion.” (Girdwood 
Area Plan, page 71.) 

Girdwood Park is located in the northernmost part of the Girdwood South Townsite study area 
paralleling Alyeska Highway. The park is 2.78 acres in size and includes a play area for children, a 
skateboard park, and two tennis courts. The MOA Parks and Recreation Department manages 
the park.  

Lions Park is located in the northeast 
corner of the study area. Consisting of 
0.85 acres, it contains picnic tables and 
offers beautiful views of Glacier Creek. 
Though platted as four parcels, the park is 
unlikely to be subdivided or developed, as 
it is located in an area with significant 
environmental constraints. It provides an 
excellent buffer between Alyeska Highway 
and Egloff Drive to the north and west 
and the open space corridor of Glacier 
Creek to the east. Lions Park is managed 
by the MOA Parks and Recreation 
Department. 

                                                                 
2 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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Girdwood skateboard park, children’s playground, and tennis courts were constructed with a 
combination of local fundraising, grants and Municipal park funds. Built mostly by volunteer 
labor, they are central to Girdwood community life. Some of these facilities are currently slated 
for upgrades; grant applications are pending.  

 
The baseball field, home of the Girdwood Little 
League team, was built by community members. In 
the past year, the field has hosted as many games as 
the fields in Anchorage. 

Disc golf (frisbee golf) has been part of California 
Creek Park for many years. Previously, it was an 
informal course that used designated trees, 
trashcans, posts, and benches as targets. In 2006, 
nine official disc golf baskets were purchased by the 
Parks and Recreation Department and installed 
throughout the park and adjacent Heritage Land 

Bank land. A small group of volunteers designed a course around existing park structures, 
designated T-boxes to throw from, cleared fairways of bushy 
vegetation and placed disc golf baskets in concrete foundations 
to be used as the targets. 

The maintenance of the disc golf course is accomplished 
entirely through volunteer efforts. The biggest task is keeping 
the fairways cleared of emerging vegetation. When special 
events such as Forest Fair or summer music shows use the 
park, many of the baskets are temporarily removed to avoid 
interference with the event. 

In 2007, all-weather signs were designed and fabricated. A sign 
at the first hole will show the overall layout of all nine baskets 
in the park, and signs at each T-box will show new users where 
to go next and where the target basket is for that hole. The 
signs were paid for by Parks and Recreation and will be 
installed using volunteer help in the summer of 2008. 

The Marlow Pavilion, located in California 
Creek Park, was built by community members. 
Two chainsaw-cut log bears in the likeness of 
two past Girdwood residents guard the pavilion, 
which provides shelter for events and general 
use.  

The Nissman Pavilion, dedicated on June 4, 
2007, was designed and built in memory of Jeff 
Nissman, who was killed by a roof avalanche 
while working for the US Forest Service in 
Portage, Alaska. The estimated cost of 

construction for the pavilion’s authentic timber frame would have been $90-$100,000, but it was 
built by volunteers and the Nissman Memorial Fund funded the $30,000 cost of materials. The 
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30-by-30-foot structure can be reserved through the Girdwood Parks and Recreation 
Department. 

The Girdwood campground, located near the ball 
field and the Nissman Pavilion, will be completed in 
2008 for summer use. Extensive volunteer effort 
has gone into building the campground. Managed 
and funded by the MOA Parks and Recreation 
Department, the campground will provide 18 tent-
only sites with picnic tables on permanent wood-
chip pads. One campsite will be ADA-accessible, 
with stable gravel access and pad to accommodate 
wheelchairs.  

Parking for the campground is located near the 
pavilion and the ball field, with access to campsites via a looped path. No fire-pits or barbeques 
are located at individual sites; instead, two barbeques are located outside each end of the 
Nissman Pavilion. Portable outhouses, bear-proof 
food lockers, and bear-proof trash receptacles will 
be installed this year. An on-site host will collect 
fees, monitor the sites, and sell firewood from 
June through August.  

The Iditarod National Historic Trail and a 
network of informal connections run through the 
study area. (See the Circulation section of Chapter 
6.)  

Other Uses include the volleyball courts and 
horseshoe toss are located in Girdwood Park.  

Existing Civic Uses and Public Facilities 

The Girdwood Fire Station was constructed on its current site on Egloff Drive in 2001. It was 
built to replace the old fire station, which was renamed Glacier City Hall and is now used for 
community meetings. The 6,000-square-foot fire station is home to Girdwood Fire and Rescue, 
a non-profit organization under contract to the Municipality of Anchorage to provide fire, 
rescue and EMS services to the Girdwood Fire Service District and the Turnagain Arm 
community. The station houses several types of vehicles and equipment, including three pump 

trucks, one medic rig and a mobile command unit. A Fire 
Chief, two assistant chiefs, four captains and a host of 
volunteers provide service.  

The new Scott and Wesley Gerrish Branch Library is 
located on Egloff Drive adjacent to the fire station and 
Glacier Creek in the Girdwood South Townsite. The 
4,000-square-foot facility is attached to the south side of 
the existing fire station complex. Construction began on 
the library in April 2007 and finished in the spring of 
2008. The library replaces an undersized 1,500-square-
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foot library located adjacent to the Girdwood 
Elementary and Junior High School. The new library 
features not only areas for books, reference materials 
and reading, but also a community meeting room and 
office space for the Girdwood Board of Supervisors 
and the Girdwood Parks and Recreation Department.  

Glacier City Hall is a 1,500-square foot structure built 
and used as a fire station until the new fire station was 
built in 2001. It currently houses a variety of public 
uses, including Girdwood Board of Supervisors meetings, an extended play space for Little 
Bears, and meetings of various community groups. Glacier City Hall also provides storage space 
for the Forest Fair Committee. The building is fully utilized but is showing signs of its age and 
heavy use. 

Little Bears Playhouse Inc. was founded in 1981 by the parents of Girdwood to provide quality 
childcare services for Girdwood families. Little Bears currently occupies an old 6,000 square foot 
building adjacent to the Glacier City Hall (formerly the fire station). The facility can serve 
approximately 20 children per day. Little Bears is currently seeking to build a new facility of 
around 9,000 square feet to serve up to 60 children as Girdwood grows. The new building is 
designed with two preschool classrooms (16 children each), two toddler classrooms (10 children 
each), one infant room (8 infants) and associated support spaces, including conference, kitchen 
and community gathering spaces. One goal of this master planning effort is to identify a general 
location for the new building. 

The Girdwood Community Club was founded 
in the late 1940’s to promote education, information, communication, and recreation in the 
Turnagain Arm area and to operate community broadcast facilities and other non-profit 
communication and educational services. The club has initiated and promoted community 
enrichment projects and has been responsible for Girdwood’s first school, fire department, 
library, theatre group, alpine ski area, community park, and KEUL-FM radio in Glacier Valley, 
as well as the relay television broadcast system along Turnagain Arm. The radio station and its 
programs are an important means of local communication and entertainment. 

The Girdwood Community Club holds the deed to the building known as the “Old School” or 
“Old Library,” currently occupied by KEUL-FM radio, that is adjacent to the children’s 
playground. During the winter of 2007-08, volunteers of the non-profit improved the radio 
station’s studio. In 1997, the club began a search for a larger site that would provide the space to 
initiate additional community programs. Resolutions approved unanimously by the Girdwood 
Land Use Committee (1977), the Girdwood Board of Supervisors, and the Heritage Land Bank 
Commission (1998) ask that “a long-term location for the community radio station [be] 
identified, and recommend to the Heritage Land Bank an expedient manner in which to transfer 
this land.” The Club has spent the last ten years working with the Heritage Land Bank to identify 
suitable land for a new facility, preferably close to Glacier Creek in one of the areas highlighted 
on the plat map in Appendix D (page D-10). 

Existing Residential Uses 

Three privately-owned small lots in the study area are part of the Squirrel Cage plat; they are the 
only lots ever sold in that subdivision. One lot is located on the platted Ivy Circle; the other two, 
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both slightly less than 12,000 square feet, are located approximately one-third of a mile south of 
the intersection of Egloff Drive and Karolius Drive (See Map 4.1 Zoning and Land Ownership). 
On one lot a two-story, 879-square-foot home was built in 1986, as well as a couple of storage 
sheds and cabins.  

 

Other Needs and Possible New Uses in the South Townsite 

New Locations Needed for Existing Uses 

Little Bears Playhouse, the Girdwood Community Club, and Glacier City Hall all need new 
facilities, preferably in the South Townsite. Little Bears has a schematic design for its new 
building and is ready to begin fundraising once a site has been confirmed. The Community Club 
has requested land on which it can plan for a new headquarters. The functions that currently 
take place in Glacier City Hall will be displaced if and when the existing building is demolished. 
Some of these uses can be accommodated in the library’s new community room, but a new town 
hall or community center may eventually be needed to support growing civic and municipal 
functions. In addition, the tennis courts, the ball field, and the Forest Fair festival venues may be 
relocated further south in the study area as later-phase development proceeds in the northern 
portion. 

Relocated Girdwood Health Clinic  

The Girdwood Clinic provides the Girdwood community with family practice and urgent care 
services. The Clinic is working with Turnagain Arm Health Center to establish the Girdwood 
Clinic as a Community Health Center (CHC). Currently located in a small building in 
Girdwood’s North Townsite, the clinic plans to relocate in order to expand its facilities and 
services in order to better accommodate the health needs of the Girdwood community and the 
Turnagain Arm area. The Girdwood South Townsite is one possible relocation site. 



Girdwood South Townsite Master Plan   FINAL ZONING AND LAND USE 4.9 

Table 4.1 Land Uses Desired by the Community 
 Existing Uses Possible Additional Future Uses 

CIVIC 

• Fire Station 
• Library & Community Room 
•  Little Bears Playhouse 

childcare center 
• KEUL Radio 
• Glacier City Hall 

• Charter high school 
• Community center/media center 
• Health clinic 
 

PUBLIC 
RECREATION 

• California Creek Park 
• Kids park, skateboard park 
• Tennis courts 
• Ball field 
• Disc golf course 
• Lions Park 
• Campground 
• Iditarod Trail, other trails 

• RV park 
• Improved trail system 
• Extended disc golf course 
• Soccer field 
• Ice skating rink 
• Swimming pool 
• Recreation center 

COMMERICAL - none -  

• Bank 
• Drycleaner 
• Grocery 
• Hardware store 
• Barber shop 
• Grocery store 
• Outdoor art walk or 

outdoor market 

• Professional services (e.g., 
dentist) 

• Restaurants 
• Coffee shops 
• Clothing store 
• Consignment/second-

hand store 
• Gallery/gift shop 
• Toy/kids store 

RESIDENTIAL • 3 in-holdings • Mixed-use housing 
• Lower-cost, more affordable housing 

CIRCULATION • Egloff, Glacier Creek 
 

• Access to Fire Station and Library  
• Sidewalks and Bike Paths 
• Connection to North Townsite and traffic calming on 

Alyeska Highway 
• Parking 
• Covered transit stops 

 

The table above summarizes existing and possible new activities that could be located in the 
South Townsite. It was generated mainly from community input at the community workshop in 
November 2007 and later augmented and amended through discussions with the Townsite 
Subcommittee. Activities and land uses are not listed in any particular order and are not meant 
to show any degree of priority. 

 

Existing Development and Design Standards  
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. 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. The underlying objective of these standards is to assure that the distinct mountain 
character and natural environment of the Girdwood Valley are preserved and enhanced as 
development occurs. Title 21.09 also regulates the master planning process and the process by 
which zoning changes may be requested.  
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Municipal Code Requirement for Multiple Access Points 

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 (21.09.070b.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 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 cul-de-sac standard is unlikely. 

Fire Access Regulations 

Fire regulations that will apply to development in the study area include road standards to 
accommodate fire trucks and a requirement for sprinkling systems in certain multi-family 
residential developments. Two fire apparatus roads are needed if development exceeds the 
following thresholds: 

 Buildings over 30 feet in height; 

 Developments totaling more than 62,000 square feet in area (or up to 124,000 square 
feet if buildings have sprinklers); 

 Residential developments of more than 30 one- or two-family dwelling units (If the units 
have sprinklers, there may be more units before a second access is required); 

 Residential developments of more than 100 multi-family dwelling units (or more than 
200 multi-family dwelling units if the units have sprinklers). 

The State and Municipality have adopted different standards on what level of multi-family 
development requires sprinklers; the Municipality requires sprinklers for all triplexes and greater, 
while the State requires sprinklers for buildings with more than 16 units and/or that are more 
than 2 stories in height.  The International Fire Code allows townhouse style dwellings to be 
constructed without requiring sprinklers, but recent changes to the International Code Council 
may soon require sprinkler systems in all one- and two- family dwellings.  Fire apparatus roads 
can be less developed than typical vehicular roads conforming to municipal standards. Short 
spur roads without two ways in and out are allowed as long as fire trucks are able to get within 
150 feet of the building(s). Fire code standards for emergency access roads include: 

 Gravel surface or better; 

 20 to 26-foot minimum width (if there is no parking on both sides; wider if parking is 
permitted on one side); 

 Able to support up to an 80,000-pound vehicle; 

 10% maximum grade; 

 Can be gated, but must be maintained year round; 

 Turnaround with a minimum curve radius of 40 feet inside, 60 feet outside or a 
potential hammerhead configuration. 
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Because the study 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 road in the future.  

Parking Standards 

Title 21.09 sets forth design standards for streets, parking lots and pedestrian circulation that 
apply to the South Townsite. Provisions relating to parking for non-residential uses allow some 
flexibility in locating off-site parking for commercial development: Required parking for any 
non-residential use in the GC-5 district may be located off-site within the adjoining right-of-way 
or within 600 feet of the site in community parking areas under a municipal parking agreement. 
However, parking lots are prohibited in any required setback in non-residential areas. There may 
be some flexibility in the calculation of required parking quantities, depending upon the mix of 
uses and proximity to alternate modes of transportation. As part of the process currently 
underway to revise Title 21, the Municipality may recommend reductions in parking standards 
for certain office and multifamily uses in some areas. 

Architectural Design Standards 

Title 21.09 includes building design standards intended to promote the architectural expression 
of Girdwood’s distinct mountain character and natural environment. For general commercial 
and public/institutional buildings, Title 21.09 recommends a “mountain building style” 
appropriate for Girdwood’s climate, mountain valley setting, and small western mining town 
character. As landmarks, community buildings are intended to set a high architectural standard 
for the community.  

Design standards in the code cover 
building mass, size and scale, building 
façade elements, storefronts, roof 
form, porches, entrances, arcades and 
roofed walkways, building materials, 
building colors, and accessory 
elements. The appearance of a smaller 
scale of architecture is encouraged; 
arrangements of smaller adjoining 
buildings are preferred over single 
larger building masses. Other elements 
mentioned in the code to enhance the 
quality of structures are ample 
windows; details that provide visual interest; porches with shed roofs to define building entries 
and protect them from adverse weather; and natural materials and colors.  

The code also contains site development standards that encourage higher quality in the handling 
of grading, drainage and stormwater runoff, snow management, landscaping and vegetation, 
lighting, and signage. 

Title 21.09 includes standards for camping areas, which are a potential use in the southern 
portion of the South Townsite. These standards include minimum dimensions for roadways, 
maximum length of occupancy, minimum standards for amenities such as toilets and trash 
handling facilities, as well as campsite specifications. 
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Title 21.60 Flood Hazard Regulations 

Portions of the Girdwood South Townsite study area are located within flood hazard districts. 
Under Title 21.60, the only uses allowed in flood hazard zones are parks and playgrounds. Built 
structures may be allowed in these areas only if all necessary permits can be obtained and the 
structures meet requirements to minimize damage from flooding.  


