




































































































































9 August 2018
Brenden and Julie Raymond-Yakoubian
“  Forest Loop” Subcommittee Public Comments

Subcommittee,

We request you not finish your work as a Subcommittee at this meeting.  It would be wise for the 
public to have an opportunity to fully review the final version of this Subcommittee's products and 
information (e.g. TMO, construction plan document, correspondence related to private meetings, etc.) 
and be able to inquire directly about that to the Subcommittee itself, before this moves to another and 
larger body (e.g. Trails Committee).

We would also like to address some problematic comments which were raised at the Subcommittee 
during recent meetings.

First: an idea was forwarded that the forest is, as it is, inherently exclusionary.  This is not a reasonable 
argument and we hope not one that is informing deliberations here.  No one is currently prevented from
going into this part of the forest.  Some people may be more or less capable of getting in there, but that 
is true of literally anywhere, regardless of a place's level of development.  This argument strangely 
ignores the fact that there is actually a flat, easy to walk trail already in this area – Stumpy's.  This type 
of argumentation is also the sort of language that has a long history of use in this country to justify and 
excuse widespread destruction of wilderness and the paving-over of as many natural places as possible.
The argument is, however, a fallacy.  Nature, as it is, is not inherently exclusive.  The argument also 
runs contrary to known realities in Girdwood and elsewhere.  Just look at two recent trail projects in 
Girdwood – the 5K and the new mountain bike trails slated to be built soon.  Both of those trails 
actually created exclusions in the forest that did not exist before: non-skiers in the winter on the 5K, 
and non-bikers on the mountain bike trails.  Or, for a famous example outside Girdwood, consider 
Deadhorse and Prudhoe Bay on the one hand – an environmental disaster of a place, lots of 'roads', and 
connected to the rest of the state by one of our few highways – but take a look at the conditions of 
access if you aren't working in the oil industry.  Then, on the other hand, look to the east, the Arctic 
Refuge – designated and de facto wilderness, beautiful, accessed all the time by Alaska Native people 
for subsistence, and visited by many every year from around the world for adventures.  So much for the
wilds being exclusionary and trailed/roaded areas being inclusive.  Examples abound from around 
Alaska and the world disproving this myth.

Comments like the one we just addressed also beg the question of values.  It was stated at a recent 
Subcommittee meeting, in an almost derogatory way, that (just) 50 people use that “Forest Loop” area. 
Even if this were true – and it is assuredly an understatement – well, what about the values for, and of, 
those 50 people?  Do they not count?  Does their regular use of that area, sometimes for decades, not 
count?  What about their ability to recreate in areas they enjoy and value?  Why is it acceptable to 
unnecessarily diminish that?  In land, recreation, and community management and planning, a 
fundamental goal is to ensure a balance of uses and recreational types.  As we've said before, one thing 
we always thought was great about Girdwood was that our community was lucky in that it had the 
opportunity to have it all – from undeveloped to highly developed lands all close to the community.  
There are huge amounts of recreation opportunities of all kinds and various levels of development in 
Girdwood – including trails.  But there are only one or two areas left that are undeveloped or 'wild' near
the community, and don't involve a person having to walk up a mountainside to get to them – and the 
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proposed-“Forest Loop” area is one of them.  That's an imbalance, that's devaluing certain peoples' 
experiences and what they need for their well-being, and that's screwing up our legacy as a community.

We have three other points to make in this letter, which we will enumerate below.

Point 1: The current plan you are discussing violates the Trails resolution in both letter and spirit, and 
no wordsmithing will get around that.  If you are committed to honoring the public will, you need to 
either change this plan or take your plan back through every public body all over again for full 
reconsideration.

The current plans that allow the trail to be blown out to 20 feet for on-site gravel usage absolutely 
violate the targeted max 14 foot clearing width language in the resolution.  This will occur regularly 
along the length of the trail.  It was the expressed will of the public that this trail not exceed that width. 
Width was one of the top concerns of the public.

This is now a different plan than that which was approved, and as such should go through all of the 
public bodies again – e.g. Trails, Land Use, GBOS, and HLB – for full reconsideration – as it 
violates the foundational Trails resolution.  It would be a betrayal of the public trust not to.  The fact 
that the Subcommittee appears to have been engaged in wordsmithing and massaging of the language 
seemingly to get around this is very disappointing.

If this current proposal goes through, here is what will probably happen.  Within a matter of a few years
of completion, it is very likely that the Club will be operating the big groomer on this trail, despite the 
fact that it is supposed to be physically impossible for a 10' bed/14' clearing width trail.  Why?  
Because the trail will end up having a 20 foot clearing for its entire length.  How?  Here is what the 
Club will likely do – and what your current plan now allows them to do, unless you fix it: Whenever 
the clearing is hitting the 14 foot clearing limit, they will simply 'time' their gravel extraction to 
magically coincide at those areas, and clear the trees and blow the width from 14' out to 20' in those 
places.  Then in other areas, they will align the trail where the forest is naturally more cleared than 14 
feet – including by using kettle features which are high-value environmentally but are often low-
density in terms of trees.  And for any remaining areas, we wouldn't be surprised if those trees are just 
removed as 'problem trees' that supposedly posed some sort of hazard.  Make no mistake, this is now a 
10' trailbed / 20' clearing proposal – almost 50 percent wider than the maximum that the public would 
tolerate for the clearing.

All of that is unnecessary and could have been completely avoided.  Here are several ways:

One way: You could have recommended a small 2-3 foot nature trail with a 4-5 foot clearing through 
this area which entirely avoided the kettles, had signage telling the public about the features of the 
forest and the history of Stumpy's and so on.  That could be done without cutting practically any trees. 
We describe this in more detail further below. Such a trail would be allowable under the Trails 
resolution.  It would follow the Trails Plan.  And it would serve literally everyone except skate skiers – 
in other words, it would serve the majority of the community, by far – and it would do a lot more to 
respect those who are concerned with the wild integrity of this forest.

Or, you could have even stuck to your current trail plan (which we feel is overblown and damaging) but
insisted on the use of off-site gravel.  With off-site gravel, there would be no need for exceeding the 14 
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foot clearing width.  We'd then also actually, finally, see this Subcommittee learn from at least one 
lesson of the past – the damage of on-site gravel sourcing.  This insistence could – and should – have at
least been done indirectly through not crafting a plan which entailed on-site gravel usage, such as the 
one you are currently endorsing which involves expanding the trail to 20 feet regularly for gravel 
sourcing.

Instead of ideas like those outlined above, which are assuredly improvements compared to the current 
plan, this Subcommittee went for, and beyond, the max widths, and in so doing has gone against the 
will of the public.

It's also been troubling to hear and read about the predominance of economic considerations to the 
Subcommittee's undertakings.  Economic considerations were not part of the mandate for this 
Subcommittee.  Yet it has been a significant consideration in the deliberations – moreso in fact than 
taking concrete steps to minimize environmental impacts.

Again, we ask, think about all this.  We think this Subcommittee can do better.

Point 2:  A 10 foot trailbed with a 14 or 20 foot clearing is simply not appropriately-sized for this 
particular area.

We think you really should go out there to the forest and think about this issue specifically (e.g. bring a 
measuring tape, flag out widths, etc.).  This problem can actually even be seen on a map.  This patch of 
forest is small.  There are places where a 10 foot trailbed and 14 to 20 foot clearing would be 
appropriate – but this is not one of them.  It is completely outsized for this area, and will not look like a
trail, but rather a road.  The name “Forest Loop” will be reduced to pure irony.

Added to that, you will have areas where you can see multiple segments – other parts of the trail – from
where you are standing.  This has been brought up before, and it appeared the Subcommittee 
recognized it as a problem, but just sort of threw up its hands about what to do.  In some cases now, 
there will be 4 or 5 segments in a row in various places.  From those areas, it will look more like 60 or 
more feet are cleared (in fact, up to even 100 feet given the current plans), not just the 10-20 feet you 
are standing on. It will not look like the forest anymore; it will unquestionably destroy the character of 
this area, and will not be in keeping with the aesthetic of Girdwood.

To say, "Yeah, but it was originally a 20 foot trailbed proposal" or "Yeah, but the Club took out 16 
percent of the trail length" or "Yeah, but there used to be 8 segments in a line and now there's just 5" 
does not really make it better.  Put another way: So what if earlier ideas were very, very bad?  Now it's 
just plain-old very bad.

The community will be very displeased by the result when this is all said and done, if you continue 
down the current path.  It will look like nothing but trail-trail-trail and clearing-clearing-clearing in 
there, with so many less trees.  The Club may end up being thought of as a group that, with every trail 
project, can do nothing but damage the forested character of our community time and time again.  That 
is not good for anyone, including the Club.

We see now a plan that is at and even beyond the maximum widths the public wanted, and not right-
sized for the forest, which isn't a result that seems creative or wise.  In other words, you didn't do what 
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the public tasked or hoped for.  Remember, you have nearly full rein here.  You have a Resolution 
which allows you to, for example, go down to 2-3 foot trailbed and still achieve the same goals.  Don't 
think you are powerless.  Be creative.  Be responsible to this area of the valley's forest.  Be respectful 
of all the people who use it.  Don't feel like a bad proposal has to go through because you are 8 
meetings and 20+ months in.  The public process takes time, sometimes a lot of time.  Sometimes you 
learn new things or make new realizations.  Also, don't assume that a certain number of votes at a 
public meeting mean you have to build a bad trail – most of those voters likely didn't have the requisite 
familiarity with this part of the forest – like width of the area, density of trees, geographical features, 
etc. – to figure out design details, they just had what it took to cast a vote for or against a trail at all. 
You have the call on design.  Do what is right – and this current design and plan is absolutely not right.

As a side note – it's strange that, with all the side meetings and communications that have happened, 
not once did the Subcommittee think to go out to the forest as a group, for a public meeting, with 
people who are truly intimately familiar with this part of the forest.  Yes, a private entity was – wrongly
– allowed to prohibit from serving on the Subcommittee, a public body, several of the community's 
most knowledgeable experts on this area, people with decades of experience hiking and skiing in it.  
But that doesn't mean you couldn't have used their expertise on-the-ground in public open meetings out
there where you could interact with them as members of the public.  Some of these people, despite 
strong opposition to a trail at all here, have (seemingly pointlessly) devoted countless hours and pages 
of ideas to helping you design a better trail.  That was a waste of an opportunity on your part to not 
engage those decades of experience on the ground.

Point 3: Your current plan is not in accord with important guidance in the Girdwood Trails 
Management Plan.

We are particularly sensitive to this issue as members of both the Girdwood Area Plan update 
committee and the Trails Management Plan update committee, having seen in our review of these 
documents how the guidance and mandates in them have failed to have been followed in a number of 
cases over the years in Girdwood.

The Trails Plan is very explicit in the Sustainable Trails Framework that a guiding principle in 
developing sustainable trails is minimizing environmental impacts and minimizing resource 
degradation (stated in several places), and involves trails that conform to their “terrain and 
environment.”

We have detailed previously in public comment a number of the ways this trail proposal currently 
exceeds minimal necessary impacts and does not conform to this part of the forest, and will not rehash 
all of that here.  We want to focus here on just one of those issues – trail width.  There were specific 
requirements for this trail which were laid out in public process and testimony.  The purpose of the trail
was for it to be a multi-use four-season trail.  The width was only set by the grooming issue, not to 
accommodate any type of skiing e.g. skate skiing (reference: April Trails minutes).  That latter issue 
has now changed because of the revelations about the big groomer's size, and thus the change is that 
this consideration regarding grooming is no longer pertinent.  Thus we are just left with this: a multi-
use four-season trail as the “intended use” for the trail, and with nothing official dictating the width 
other than 10 feet bed and 14 foot clearing as being set as maximums.  To achieve a multi-use four-
season trail, we unquestionably do not need to even go as far as those maximums of 10 foot trailbed 
and 14 feet of clearing.  We do not need to go through project area wetlands, we do not need to go 
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through kettles, we do not need to pile up the visual effect of numerous large trail segments in a line 
with each other, and we do not need to damage the Stumpy's viewshed.

A 2-3 foot 'nature trail' with a 4-5 foot total clearing which snaked through the area, and even had 
educational signage about the forest, the history of Stumpy's, and so on, would meet those 
requirements, and even add the multi-use component of education.  It could be done without felling 
almost any trees.  The only user it would not accommodate is skate skiers, but as noted above, the 
public was told explicitly by the Club at a recent key public meeting that this trail is not to be designed 
to serve any particular kind of skiing, including skate skiing.  Also, skate skiers are a small segment of 
the trail-using population, so this narrower trail would unquestionably still serve the majority of the 
community, even moreso given that it would respect the desires of small-trail advocates and give at 
least some consideration to those who are concerned with the integrity of this now wild forest.  The 
point is: such a nature trail is a trail that actually accomplishes the stated purpose, the “intended use” of
the trail, and also serves a broader audience, and is more in-tune with the goals of minimizing 
environmental impacts and fitting in with the character of that forest in particular and Girdwood in 
general.  Going bigger than that is adding unnecessary environmental impacts as well as social ones 
(i.e. on users whose well-being and recreation is connected to such areas).

However, so far, going beyond the minimum necessary environmental impacts is the route the 
Subcommittee is going with its current plan.  But it is not too late to change that.  Do not go against 
that important guidance in the Trails Plan, our guiding structure for how trails are to be built.  Do not 
disrespect those people who put so much time into thinking through that plan, or the other user groups 
who are totally disenfranchised by this current proposal – especially when you can serve them too 
while also following the Trails Resolution, fulfilling the “intended use” for the trail, and following the 
key environmental mandate of the Trails Plan.

And, please, do not simply say that this bad idea is what the public wanted.  The public votes for this 
trail were for you to find the best fit for design, alignment, and construction in this part of the forest 
with the constraints and rules provided by the parameters of the Trails resolution, the need for proper 
public process, and any other pertinent rules (e.g. the Trails Management Plan).  The ship has sailed on 
doing the public process right, but the other goals don't have to be given up on.  A nature trail as we 
have described above would be much better towards meeting those requirements, and serves the 
majority of the community; your current plan does not accomplish those goals.

Please, do better.  We think you can.

Sincerely,
Brenden and Julie Raymond-Yakoubian
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