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5. THE PLANNING CONTEXT 

The Girdwood community and the Municipality of Anchorage have been working together for 
more than ten years to shape Girdwood’s growth in ways that will accommodate the need for 
new housing and commercial development and at the same time respect ecological constraints, 
protect the area’s rural character, and retain its abundant access to open space. This chapter 
briefly describes the previously adopted master plans and other community planning efforts that 
have guided planners and policy-makers to date in efforts to promote appropriate development 
in Girdwood. In particular, it traces the evolution of some of the strategies and concepts 
incorporated into this master plan for the South Townsite area. 

 

1995 Girdwood Area Plan  
 
Adopted by the Anchorage Assembly in February 1995, the Girdwood Area Plan (GAP) is the 
guiding master plan for development in Girdwood. The plan was prepared to guide policy 
decisions regarding the future use of lands in the valley of Glacier Creek and its tributaries. It 
outlines general strategies for land development and the installation of major public facilities and 
services, such as water, sewer, transportation, parks, and trails, and also provides basic strategies 
for the disposal of municipal land, as well as the conservation and protection of certain natural 
resources and environmentally-sensitive areas. 

The plan identifies the Alyeska Highway corridor as the gateway to the Girdwood Valley and 
highlights the Girdwood South Townsite as an area that should be developed under the auspices 
of a master plan in accordance with established design standards. It calls for a mix of uses in the 
Girdwood area – parks, public lands and open space, civic institutions, commercial and 
commercial recreation – and assigns zoning appropriate to those uses. The plan also allows 
housing as a secondary use in the commercial and commercial recreation areas of the South 
Townsite. The plan recognizes the potential for flooding from Glacier and California Creeks, but 
makes no specific recommendations as to how to address these hazards.  

Other recommendations made in the Girdwood Area Plan are that future development in the 
Girdwood South Townsite be compatible with adjoining uses and fully integrated with future 
circulation systems, both vehicular and pedestrian, planned in Girdwood. There is brief mention 
of an RV park and campground as a potential new use in the South Townsite, a shuttle bus 
circuit connecting Alyeska Resort to the commercial activities in the North and South 
Townsites, and the continued location of the Forest Fair in the South Townsite. 

At the time of this writing, the MOA Planning Department has announced its intention to re-
examine and update the thirteen-year-old Girdwood Area Plan. A Girdwood Area Plan Review 
Subcommittee has been formed as a subcommittee of the GBOS Land Use Committee.  
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Map 5.1 Land Uses, Valley-wide 1995, Map 10 (Girdwood Area Plan) 

 
 

 

2001 Girdwood Commercial Areas and Transportation Master Plan  
The Girdwood Commercial Area and Transportation Master Plan (CAT Plan) was adopted by 
the Anchorage Assembly February 20, 2001. The CAT Plan was intended to provide further 
details on how to envision the GAP and “to move toward more specific strategies for public 
improvements and guidelines for private development based on the general recommendations in 
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previous studies and plans” (CAT page 3). A master plan for the South Townsite is one of the 
recommendations in the CAT Plan (page 71). 

The CAT Plan outlines a number of specific goals for the New Girdwood Townsite and 
illustrates these in a conceptual master plan that shows commercial and civic uses on both the 
north and south sides of Alyeska Highway (See Map 5.2 New Girdwood Townsite Concept 
Plan). The plan envisions that the New Girdwood Townsite as a whole would become the civic 
and commercial center of Girdwood, providing a mix of services and amenities to appeal to 
both locals and visitors.  

A central concept in the CAT Plan is the improvement of Hightower Road/Egloff Drive as 
Girdwood’s new Main Street, with commercial and civic activities on both sides of the street, 
and as the primary link between the north and south portions of the townsite.1 In order to 
achieve the desired synergy between the north and south nodes in the New Girdwood Townsite 
area, the plan emphasizes the need for better, safer connections across Alyeska Highway. It 
recommends intersection improvements at Hightower Road/Egloff Drive, consideration of a 
pedestrian underpass, and modifications of the highway beginning at the curve near Crow Creek 
Road to reduce speeds and mark the entry to the town core.  

To further strengthen the connection between the North and South Townsites, the CAT Plan 
recommends that commercial activity in the South Townsite be pushed as far north as possible 
while still leaving space for park uses, including the Girdwood Forest Fair. The plan also 
suggests that there be two pods of commercial development in the New Girdwood Townsite, of 
approximately ten acres each, one on the north side of the highway and one on the south side of 
the highway, connected by civic and community facilities in order to create a continuous 
pedestrian experience. The CAT Plan recommends up to 80,000 square feet of ground-floor 
commercial in the South Townsite in addition to already-planned civic and municipal facilities. It 
also considers residential development to be appropriate in the commercial pods or on the 
second story of commercial development, as long as adequate parking is provided.  

The CAT Plan recommends that parcel sizes and building footprints in the South Townsite be 
similar in scale to the existing North Townsite, with the possible exception of a larger lot and 
building footprint for a future grocery store (CAT, pages 71-72).  

As part of the CAT Plan, development standards and design guidelines are included to 
“encourage the desired pattern of pedestrian-friendly main street development throughout the 
New Townsite” (page 67), including the South Townsite study area. These include guidelines for 
arcades and covered walkways to facilitate year-round pedestrian circulation, parking lots, 
lighting, setbacks, and maximum building heights. The plan also encourages future development 
to “let the natural environment remain the dominant character-giving element in the core” 
(CAT, page 47). 

 

                                                                 
1 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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Map 5.2 New Girdwood Townsite Concept Plan (Girdwood Commercial Areas & Transportation Master Plan, 2001, p65) 
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2007 Girdwood Area Community Survey 
 
As a preliminary step in the process to review and update the 1995 Girdwood Area Plan, the 
Municipality conducted a community survey in 2007. According to the survey, some of the key 
concerns of the Girdwood community are:  

• The need for future development to follow a master plan to avoid compounding existing 
problems with stressed infrastructure (frequent power outages, water lines, sewer 
service). 

• The desire to see new development that conforms to stronger building design and site 
planning standards in order to maintain Girdwood’s unique character/small town 
feeling.  

• The need for improved circulation, including commuter service between Girdwood and 
Anchorage, local bus service, and an emphasis on making Girdwood more pedestrian- 
and bike-friendly.  

• Concerns about affordability in Girdwood, especially affordable housing. Respondents 
expressed some support for housing in the Glacier Creek/Squirrel Cages/California 
Creek area, and for the New Girdwood Townsite area, but the majority supported 
residential development in the Crow Creek area, near the Alyeska Resort base area, or 
along Alyeska Highway/Lower Valley/Seward Highway.  

• The need for more shops and services, including a better grocery store and other basic 
community businesses such as a local bank branch and a hardware store. The New 
Girdwood Townsite area (including both the North and South Townsites) received the 
most support for new commercial development, although respondents expressed some 
support for other possible locations along Alyeska Highway and in the northern portion 
of the South Townsite. Several respondents also expressed a desire for commercial areas 
to be located within walking distance for most residents and to be pedestrian-friendly. 

• The need for more civic and recreational facilities, including a high school, a community 
recreation center, community pool, expanded ski terrain, and more hiking or Nordic 
trails. 

 

Other Relevant Plans 

Alyeska Resort Business Plan  

Under new ownership since late 2006, Alyeska Resort is planning a number of improvements at 
the resort and in partnership with the Municipality and other civic groups in Girdwood. Among 
the resort’s initiatives are:  

• An updated master plan for the resort: Improvements will be made to the resort’s hotels, 
eateries, services and facilities, including increasing snowmaking capacity and expansion 
into Winner Creek. The concept is to create a village setting integrated with beginner and 
intermediate slopes and to complete a number of improvements on the mountain 
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(upgraded chair lifts, a new venue for downhill racing, Nordic tracks, programs for kids 
and skiers with physical disabilities). 

• Construction of three two-story buildings with eight units each to provide housing for 
over 100 employees in single and double-bedded apartments. 

• Partnership with the Municipality of Anchorage Public Transportation Office to support 
the Glacier Valley Stagecoach, providing local transportation service within Girdwood. 
(See Chapter 6.)  

• Development plan to address community needs such as a high school, affordable 
housing, summer mountain biking, summer music venue and more attractions and 
amenities for the hotel. 

Girdwood Golf Course, Trail & Open Space Project Land Use Study (2001-2002) 

The purpose of the Girdwood Golf Course, Trail & Open Space Project Land Use Study was to 
refine the boundaries of lands that were to be leased for a golf course and associated open space 
uses in the lower Girdwood Valley. With the earlier Girdwood Area Plan, this subsequent study 
identified a large swath of HLB land to be developed as a golf course in the southern portion of 
the area now included in the South Townsite Master Plan study area. Consistent with other 
plans, the golf course study also recommended a south-side connector roadway to serve the 
South Townsite study area. Although the recommendations of the study were generally 
supported, the Municipality has taken no action as of this writing and does not exclude a golf 
course option in the future. 

Girdwood Community Impact Study (1993) 

“The Girdwood Community Impact Study assesses four community land-use scenarios based on 
population growth (ranging from 0.5 percent to 2.8 percent between 1993 and 2013) in relation 
to resort development. Major development impacts are assessed for each land-use scenario and 
possible mitigation measures are suggested. Of identified potential impacts, the extension of 
roads and utilities stands out. Mitigation measures focus on accommodating additional traffic, 
extending and upgrading utilities systems, and maintaining Girdwood’s small-town character by 
retaining greenbelts along major traffic corridors. This study was part of the comprehensive 
planning effort for the Girdwood Valley, including revision of the 1987 Turnagain Arm 
Comprehensive Plan.” (2001 Girdwood Commercial Areas and Transportation Master Plan, 
Appendix A, p1.) 
 
 


